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This thesis utilised an online survey to study adults’ experiences of sexual misconduct in the 
Roman Catholic Church. Twenty-nine people (23 women and 6 men) completed the survey to 
varying degrees. The survey used closed and open-ended items to gain a broad and deep 
understanding of victim/survivors’ perspectives on the abuse and responses to it. Feminist 
Standpoint Theory was used to show how survivor voices are essential in developing a more 
comprehensive understanding of this type of abuse. Three major themes emerged from 
participant accounts. First, inadequate language and definitions play a major role in shaping 
clerical sexual misconduct involving adults and responses to it. Second, clerical relationships are 
inherently and profoundly hierarchical and easily exploited by abusive clerics. Third, harms 
produced by this form of clerical misconduct are deeply traumatic in ways largely consistent 
with other forms of sexual and intimate abuse. However, this group of survivors has been 
primarily portrayed by Church authorities as adults caught up in mutual and consensual affairs. 
Victim/survivor accounts sharply contradict this narrative. Survivors of clerical abuse of adults 
have been ignored, shunned, and even legally challenged when they have sought justice and 
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Chapter 1:  INTRODUCTION 
 
While there is now widespread awareness of sexual abuse of children in religious 
institutions, clerical sexual exploitation or misconduct involving adults is rarely discussed. 
For this study, clerical sexual misconduct involving adults (CSMIA) is defined as any 
behaviour where a cleric crossed ethical boundaries in pursuing a sexual relationship. This 
may have been in the context of the victim’s seeking pastoral support, “where the very nature 
of the relationship precludes meaningful and informed consent” (Porter 2003, 14). It also 
includes any sexualised behaviour which is not “welcome, mutual, or consensual” (Porter 
2003, 13). The term ‘cleric’, while strictly speaking refers only to ordained priests, has been 
used here to refer to any person, male or female, who has taken the vow of celibacy/chastity 
within the Roman Catholic Church (RCC).  
While the term ‘misconduct’ is relatively innocuous, CSMIA has negatively 
impacted people throughout the history of the RCC and continues to do so. Harm can occur 
whether CSMIA is called misconduct, or any number of other terms such as abuse, 
malfeasance, assault, violence, or exploitation. Accordingly, these terms were used 
interchangeably and as applicable, throughout this thesis. 
Clerical sexual misconduct involving adults is a ‘known unknown’ in the RCC. 
CSMIA has, as such, its own accompanying ‘dark figure’ of crime - the unrecorded statistics 
of actual events thereof (Biderman 1967). There is ample evidence from the RCC’s own 
archives that CSMIA has been a problem within the RCC throughout its history (Doyle, Sipe 
and Wall 2006, 1-66). However, there are few publicly available statistics about its actual 
frequency and prevalence. Notably, one of the main concerns for the board of the John Jay 
Report, The Nature and Scope of the Problem of Sexual Abuse of Minors by Catholic Priests 
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and Deacons in the United States (2004) was that CSMIA may “breed another crisis in the 
Priesthood”, and may well be a new sad era in waiting for the RCC (Byrne, 2010: 18). In 
1995, Sipe stated that as myths about priests and women are exposed, and “a more accurate 
portrait of women’s treatment within the celibate/sexual system is delineated, the crisis in the 
church will expand with ever greater explosive force” (Sipe 1995, 114; see also Rossi 1993). 
While CSMIA does not receive the same amount of media coverage as sexual abuse of 
children, hundreds of stories and news reports do exist (see Appendix). Sipe also claimed a 
year earlier that: 
sexual abuse of minors is the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the 
violation of professional boundaries by clergy persons…Four times as 
many priests involve themselves sexually with adult women, and 
twice the number with adult men, as priests who involve themselves 
sexually with children (1994, 134).  
 
This figure was supported by Cardinal Josk Sanchez, Prefect of the Congregation for the 
Clergy in Rome (Sipe 1994, 134).  
CSMIA involving adults specifically within the RCC was the focus of two research 
projects: Byrne’s (2010) victim/survivors-based study, and Chibnall, Wolf and Duckro’s 
(1998) study of nuns.  However, there are many anecdotal accounts of particularly inter-cleric 
and same–sex CSMIA (Engel 2006 and 2009; Lee 2014, 81-83, 104-108; Likoudis 2002; Oko 
2012; see also Appendix). A great deal of the anecdotal material on especially same-sex 
misconduct has been produced by conservative Catholics. Most of this material had a specific 
purpose – that of blaming a homosexual agenda for the downfall of the RCC, and even society 
as a whole (Engel 2009). Regardless of their motive, these examples provide further evidence 
of same-sex and inter-cleric misconduct, particularly involving male clerics. However, non-
conservative commentators and writers also discuss same-sex and inter-cleric CSMIA, 
providing additional anecdotal accounts, but from a different perspective (Cozzens 2002; 
Doyle, Sipe and Wall 2006; Sipe 1995; Sipe 2011; Thomas 2014). 
3 
Chibnall, Wolf and Duckro’s (1998) quantitative study of lifetime “sexual trauma 
among Catholic nuns” (1998, 142) presents evidence for the sexual abuse of Religious Sisters 
in the RCC. However, there are other anecdotal accounts of this type of abuse as well. For 
example, the National Catholic Reporter (Allen and Schaeffer 2001) reported how Sr Maura 
O’Donahue, a missionary Sister, exposed the sexual abuse of nuns, particularly in African 
countries. O’Donahue documented how the “priests had sexually exploited [nuns] because 
they had come to fear contamination with HIV by sexual contact with prostitutes and other ‘at 
risk’ women” (Allen and Schaeffer 2001).  O’Donahue also reported that “in a few extreme 
instances, according to the documentation, priests have impregnated nuns and then 
encouraged them to have abortions” (Allen and Schaeffer 2001). Finally, Flynn (2003), 
Kennedy (2009), and Garland and Argueta (2010) all provide evidence of Catholic women 
falling victim to CSMIA. While these studies are of women across all Christian 
denominations, a large percentage of these women were from the RCC, some being Religious 
Sisters. 
According to Doyle (2015, para 13), many ordinary Catholics are oblivious to the 
reality of CSMIA. However, there is evidence that clerics and those working in the Church are 
aware of it. For example, Francis Sullivan from the Truth Justice and Healing Commission1, 
acknowledged that “Priests in relationships – some of which result in children, then kept 
secret – are no uncommon occurrence” (Brereton 2014). In a recent questioning of Bishop 
Geoffrey Robinson at the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual 
Abuse (henceforth, Royal Commission), (August 24, 2015), Robinson had the following to 
add: 
                                                 
 
1 The Truth Justice and Healing Commission is the body the Australian RCC has convened to speak for the 
church during the Royal Commission. 
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Q. (Counsel Assisting Ms Gail Furness): And then in the next 
paragraph you refer to it being your best estimate that somewhere 
around 4 to 6 per cent of priests and brothers have been guilty of a 
sexual offence serious enough to have legal consequences? 
A. Yes. 
Q. Where did you get that from? 
A. I'm not sure now; from such figures as we had. 
Q. Because that’s about guilt of an offence rather than an admission 
or a complaint which had been considered to be true by whoever 
received it, isn’t it? 
A. I notice, too, it refers to minors or adults. 
Q. Yes, it does. 
A. There were always quite a number of those that were offences 
against adults. 
Q. This meeting about sexual abuse wasn’t limited to children? 
A. The one with Rome? 
Q. Yes. 
A. They probably saw it as limited to minors, because that was the big 
question in the air and people in Rome would have tended to 
dismiss the ones with adults. They would have said, you know, 
“Probably it was the adult who was the instigator there.” They 
would have tended to be defensive (Royal Commission 2015b, 
16047-16048). 
 
Two additional examples of CSMIA emerged during the Royal Commission in 2015. These 
both present some evidence as to the dynamics involved in CSMIA, and how it is viewed. 
Deputy Police Commissioner Stephen Fontana described a woman being told she needed to 
have intercourse with a cleric as part of her becoming Catholic, which she did. According to 
Fontana, this was considered by the police at the time to be more “a fraud type scenario” than 
rape or sexual assault (Royal Commission 2015c, C13897). Secondly, retired Bishop 
Connor’s account of a woman being impregnated by a Melbourne priest and describing the 
whole event as a “boundary violation” (Royal Commission 2015c, C13931). While these are 
only two reported examples, they illustrate that the Church is well aware of CSMIA even 
though it is yet to be fully exposed, properly researched, and clearly defined, including in a 
legal context. This thesis contends that one of the major reasons for the lack of transparency is 
that the RCC has delineated the boundaries of sexual misconduct, defined what a vulnerable 
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adult is, controlled information about prevalence, and produced the dominant explanations 
about why it exists. The Church has also taken the lead in deciding how to respond to CSMIA 
(Doyle, Sipe and Wall 2006).  
According to Doyle (2015, n.p.), until the 18th Century, clerical sexual misconduct 
“was publicly acknowledged by church authorities, especially popes”. However, in the 18th 
Century, the RCC’s approach began to change: 
Church leaders began wrapping [clergy sexual misconduct] in thick 
blankets of secrecy from the 18th Century onwards and by the mid-
twentieth century, it was generally not only unheard of but 
unimaginable by most clerics and certainly the vast majority of lay 
people (Doyle 2015, para 13). 
 
As a result of this ‘wrapping’, there has since developed an unwillingness or inability by the 
Church to define clerical sexual misconduct clearly and consistently. Furthermore, as 
Frawley-O’Dea’s (2004) comment below bluntly expresses, a definitional vacuum has 
resulted, not just for the laity but for clerics as well: 
There is no language, no vocabulary for talking about priests raping 
nuns, priests living with paramours, priests masturbating regularly, 
priests dying of AIDS, priests sodomizing children, priests soothing 
their loneliness in the arms of beloved women or men. Further, the act 
of finding words, of developing a vocabulary, is prohibited (133-134). 
 
This definitional vacuum has also had its own repercussions on victims/survivors as Garland 
and Argueta’s study (2010) shows:  
[Victims] had no cognitive categories for understanding a religious 
leader acting sexually toward them or a loved one, so they labeled the 
behavior as something they did have a category for - their own 
overactive imaginations or sensitivities. They had no frame of 
reference for seeing and recognizing a trusted religious leader’s sexual 
misbehavior, but they had cognitive frameworks for mistaken 
meaning in social situations (11). 
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Definitional confusion is a central concern of this study. There has been a lack of analysis of 
clerical sexual misconduct, and it is only recently that attempts have been made to understand 
and explain why it happens and to define it accordingly (Shupe 1995, 8-11).  
 One of the dominant models of aberrant clergy, often presented by conservative 
Roman Catholics, is the “bad apple” model which emphasises the moral pathological failings 
of a few deviant clerics (Shupe 1995, 17; White and Terry 2008). This model has diverted 
attention away from “the structure of the religious organisations themselves in which this 
deviance occurs” (Shupe 1995, 17). This enabled those within the RCC to maintain their 
putatively faith-based divine existence and justify the church structure as “non-problematic” 
(Shupe 1995, 17). The ‘bad apple’ concept has also been adopted by other powerful 
institutions, such as the armed forces, to explain the conduct of abusive soldiers (Zimbardo 
2008). However, Shupe (1995, 17) warns that the focus on individual moral pathology 
obscures social and institutional dysfunction or pathology. Institutional pathologies include 
the ‘apple barrel’, or organisational culture, as well as the ‘barrel makers’, the leaders of the 
organisation (Zimbardo 2008). All combined, these generate a socio-psychological cycle 
constantly feeding on itself (Fromm 1960, 118). This cycle creates within those with 
privileged and powerful positions therein, an inability or unwillingness to see, acknowledge, 
and end any of the injustices that may be integrated within that cycle (Wylie 2003, 26).  
Qualitative research has attempted to explore the lived realities of CSMIA by 
foregrounding the voices of victims/survivors thereof. Such studies are starting to reveal the 
nature and extent of this form of clerical sexual exploitation (e.g. Benson 1994; Farrell 2008; 
Flynn 2000/2003, 2008; Garland and Argueta 2010; Kennedy 2009) and specifically within 
the RCC (Byrne 2010). This particular research method has already proved effective in 
exposing the dynamics of other forms of traumatic and abusive relationships (e.g. Orzeck, 
Rokach and Chin 2010; Wang 2011; Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003; Loeb, Gaines, Wyatt, 
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Zhang and Liu 2011). Such qualitative studies of victims/survivors help build a more 
comprehensive view of sexual assault by challenging pre-existing dominant definitions 
thereof, including those emanating from the RCC (Wylie 2003; Smith 1997). When combined 
with the findings of other research using different methodologies such as; quantitative surveys 
(Chaves and Garland 2009), theoretical studies (Fogler, Shipherd, Clarke, Jensen and Rowe 
2008a), and studies of perpetrators (Plante and Aldridge 2005), a fuller and more validated 
analysis is beginning to emerge. These, along with accounts from sociologists (Renzetti and 
Yocum 2013; Shupe 1995), psychologists and therapists (Celenza 2004 and Frawley-O’Dea 
2004 and 2007); commentaries from within the RCC (Doyle, Sipe and Wall 2006; and Lee 
2014); and even blogsites (The Silent Majority: Adult Victims of Sexual Exploitation by 
Clergy; Educating to End Abuse (SM 2013), are producing a picture of the lived reality of 
victims/survivors that also deeply challenges RCC definitions and perceptions.  
The attempts of survivors to influence the debate on CSMIA have not been without a 
backlash, however. Victims/survivors who challenge the RCC’s version of reality have been 
simply ignored, or silenced, neutralised, and demonised (Shupe 1995). Their perspectives 
have been disregarded by the church (Box 2014; Flynn 2003, 13-14; Fortune 1989, 120-121; 
Shupe 1995, 80-100). However, as media stories, and legal cases show, victims/survivors are 
now refusing to be silenced (e.g. Box 2014). They now want to tell their side of the story. 
This study consciously foregrounds their voices.  
 Accordingly, the theoretical basis chosen for this study is Feminist Standpoint 
Theory (FST). This theory foregrounds the voices of victims. Both the current Royal 
Commission, and the previous Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into the Handling of Child 
Abuse by Religious and Other Organisations (henceforth, Victorian Inquiry), also chose to do 
as such:  
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The former Prime Minister [Julia Gillard], speaking to the survivors 
of sexual abuse and on behalf of the Australian people, said “we are 
able to say we want your voices to be heard. Even if you felt for all of 
your life that no one’s listened to you, that no one has taken you 
seriously, that no one has really cared; the Royal Commission is an 
opportunity for your voice to be heard.”  
 
The primary task of the Royal Commission is to listen to the personal 
stories of sexual abuse (Royal Commission 2013; see also Victorian 
Inquiry 2013, vi).  
 
In adopting this approach, the Royal Commission and the Victorian Inquiry have paralleled 
Feminist Standpoint Theory on which this study is based. FST centres the analysis of social 
justice issues on the stories and experiences of those directly affected by those issues, i.e. 
“through the lens of the victim” (Frawley-O’Dea 2002, 1) and “in their own voices” (Flynn 
2008; Isley 1996, 2008).  
According to Dorothy Smith (1997), one of the major issues for women until recently 
was that there was “no prior discursive definition” with which women could accurately 
describe their experiences of oppression and abuse:  
When we assembled as “women” and spoke together as “women,” 
constituting “women” as a category of political mobilization, we 
discovered dimensions of “our” experience that had no prior 
discursive definition (394). 
 
However, once women met and talked, new realisations emerged as to their position in 
society. This is what Harding (2004, 36-37) also explains as “the role of group consciousness 
in the production of knowledge”. What Smith (1997) and Harding (2004) have presented here 
can be applied to any group that has not yet assembled to speak together and as such, may be 
oblivious to the ‘whys’ and ‘wherefores’ of their oppression and suppression as a group. For 
Smith (1997) then, the acquisition of “discursive definition[s]” which could clearly articulate 
the experiences of women, including in the social sciences, was a crucial step in advancing 
justice for women.  
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As noted earlier (see Doyle 2015, para 13; Frawley-O’Dea 2004, 133-134; and 
Garland and Argueta 2010, 11), there is a similar need for survivors of CSMIA to ‘assemble’ 
and learn and then inform the discussion about CSMIA so as to arrive at a more 
comprehensive understanding and correct framing of this issue. Marie Fortune (1989) argued 
that the need for a correct framing of clerical exploitation of adults could not be over-stressed 
(Flynn 2003, 10). Fortune (1989) is very clear that CSMIA, while being sexual in expression 
is more a “professional issue of misuse of power and authority” (101; 42), “an exploitation of 
vulnerability” (37), and “a gross violation of ethics” (37); (see also Peterson 1992, 178-179; 
Rutter 1989, 27-28, 205; and Shupe 1995, 27-29).  As such, CSMIA is an activity which 
involves a victim and an offender; someone harmed and someone responsible for that harm 
(Flynn 2003, 11).  
1.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
This study sought the experiences of survivors of CSMIA in order to give them an 
avenue to contribute to a greater understanding of the nature, dynamics, and impact of such 
abuse. My initial research question was: “What were the experiences of adults who have been 
victims/survivors of CSMIA within the context of the RCC, before, during and after the 
event/s?” Additional questions soon emerged: These were, a) What role/s does language play 
in the lead up to, during, and after the CSMIA; b) How do varying levels of power and 
vulnerability influence the initiation of, the maintenance of, and the reaction/response to 
CSMIA; and, c) What types and levels of harm are produced by CSMIA and why?  
1.2 CHAPTER OUTLINE 
Chapter 2 reviews the extant research and associated literature on clerical sexual abuse 
against adults. Due to the paucity of studies relating directly to CSMIA, this review includes 
studies of the clerical sexual abuse of children, and broader sexual abuse and violence 
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research. Out of this literature, some consistent and important themes emerged. These were: 
the relationship between perpetrator and victim and the dynamics of the power imbalance 
therein; grooming; consent; (non)disclosure; language; and harm. These will, therefore, be 
discussed in more detail in their own right. Chapter 3 explains the theoretical basis for this 
thesis and discusses the key characteristics of Feminist Standpoint Theory. Chapter 4 outlines 
the methodology used in this thesis and describes the sampling strategy and survey design. 
Chapters 5 to 8 discuss the findings of the survey: Chapter 5 summarises the demographic 
data of the sample and characteristics of the respondents as well as offenders. It will also 
include the findings relating to the nature of the actual CSMIA events themselves. Chapter 6 
analyses and discusses the role that language surrounding CSMIA has played in the lives of 
the respondents. Chapter 7 analyses the role of power in CSMIA and its many expressions, 
particularly in relation to vulnerability as revealed by the respondents. Chapter 8 outlines the 
various forms of harm produced by CSMIA, including spiritual, physical, psychological, 
relational, and practical harms experienced by the respondents. Finally, Chapter 9, the 
Conclusion, includes a summary of key findings and themes, identifies directions for future 
research, and makes recommendations for future approaches to CSMIA, informed by the 
literature, and the experiences of victims/survivors thereof. 
1.3 CONCLUSION 
CSMIA is a reality. It consists of perpetrators and victims. It relies on the existence 
of power and vulnerability to occur and it causes harm. As yet, it is not a well-researched or 








Chapter 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter will begin by reviewing the extant literature on clerical sexual 
misconduct involving adults (CSMIA) firstly within the Roman Catholic Church (RCC) and 
then in the wider Christian Church context. While there are few studies dealing directly with 
this form of clerical misconduct, especially within the RCC, they do exist and reveal much 
important information. There is, however, a growing body of research dealing with clerical 
sexual abuse involving children. What the literature dealing with both revealed was that, 
when paralleled, there are many commonalities between the two. As such, these will be 
compared and contrasted where relevant. There is as well, an already existing large body of 
research into sexual assault in general which also revealed many commonalities with clerical 
sexual assault in religious contexts.  
Common themes within this body of literature, and relevant to this study, revolved 
around the perpetrators of such misconduct/abuse and the power dynamic in the 
perpetrator/victim relationship; the dynamics of sexual assault including especially the 
grooming process employed by perpetrators, and the obfuscation of consent; the importance 
of disclosure and the role language and definitions played therein; and finally, the harms such 
misconduct/abuse produced. As such, these have formed the main topics of this literature 





2.2 CLERICAL SEXUAL MISCONDUCT WITHIN THE ROMAN CATHOLIC 
CHURCH 
 
 There are two studies focussing solely on CSMIA in the Roman Catholic Church. 
Firstly, Chibnall, Wolf and Duckro’s (1998) national (USA) survey concerning sexual trauma 
as experienced by Catholic nuns both before and after entering Religious life; and secondly, 
Byrne’s (2010) qualitative study into clerical sexual misconduct involving adults also within 
the Roman Catholic Church in the USA.  
 Chibnall et al’s (1998) survey elicited 123 responses. Their main findings were that 
“Catholic Sisters in the United States are no strangers to sexual trauma” (158). Their study 
revealed a “lifetime prevalence of 40% and a prevalence during religious life of nearly 30%” 
(1998, 158). As such, they concluded, “sexual trauma in one form or another impacted a 
minimum of 34,000 of the 85,000 Sisters who were in active orders at the time of the study 
(projected)” (1998, 158). For a large number of Sisters this was accompanied by “significant 
psychological and spiritual consequences” (1998, 158). Given the high percentage of sexual 
trauma when in Religious life (30%, or more than one Sister in ten), Chibnall et al. (1998, 
158) concluded that “the hypothesis that celibate Religious life is a haven for sexually 
wounded individuals is not supported by these data”. 
 As to who were the perpetrators; “the most common type of exploiter was a priest 
(accounting for half of the cases of exploitation), most commonly acting in the role of 
spiritual director” (Chibnall et al. 1998, 158). The other half consisted of lay men, and, other 
Sisters within the community. In cases of sexual harassment, the perpetrator was always one 
of the other Sisters “in the context of life in the religious community” (Chibnall et al. 1998, 
160).  
In regards to perceptions of sexual misconduct/abuse, Chibnall et al (1998, 159) 
concluded that “lay exploitation was perceived as almost universally negative” both at the 
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time of the event/s and at the time of the survey. However, for CSMIA involving a priest or 
Sister, “the perception of the event ‘at the time’ was equally positive and negative, but 
became almost universally negative from the current perspective”. This finding is of 
particular interest for this study in that it, as Chibnall et al. (1998) conclude, “suggests 
something unique about the circumstances, interpretation, and/or method of the perpetrator in 
the case of religious exploiters”. As well, in regards to ‘interpretation’; it appears that for the 
participants in the Chibnall et al. (1998) study, perceptions changed with the passing of time, 
a topic which will be covered further throughout this study. Chibnall et al. (1998) also 
acknowledged the influence of the RCC’s forbidding of sexual expression outside of 
marriage, and its teachings and expectations regarding the celibacy of vowed Religious, in the 
‘interpretation’ of CSMIA: 
In the case of a lay exploiter, the motivation of the perpetrator may 
have been perceived by the victim as purely sexual, coercive, and 
one-sided, given the perpetrator's knowledge of the 
religious/celibate status of the victim. In the case of the priest or 
nun perpetrator, the promise of a “special" relationship (Rutter, 
1991), with one who shares the risks of the violation of the vow of 
celibacy and the prohibition against extra-marital sex, would allow 
for self-delusion with respect to the motivation and intentions of 
the perpetrator (Chibnall et al. 1998, 159). 
Two final and highly relevant findings of the Chibnall et al. (1998) study were firstly, that 
they “consistently found an association between child sexual abuse, its severity, and the risk 
of re-victimization in adulthood” (1998, 161); and secondly, that there was “a reticence about 
divulging the details of sexual trauma experiences to supportive others” (1998, 161). Again, 
all these findings are highly significant to this study as shall be discussed later. 
The second RCC-centred study was Byrne (2010). Her book titled Understanding the 
Abuse of Adults by Catholic Clergy and Religious, was a finalist in the International Book 
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Award’s ‘Health: Psychology/Mental Health’ category2. Her study was the only one to 
include male victims. Byrne’s sample consisted of 31 submitted stories; 22 from women, and 
9 from men. In her preface, Byrne (2010, 20) encourages readers of her book, “to look for 
patterns of abuse and pain: vulnerability, grooming, lack of understanding, subsequent anger, 
confusion and depression, spiritual confusion and a work toward healing”. Important to this 
study is that Byrne also states that the stories reveal that “in several instances, the survivors 
reported their abuse [while] others still hold their suffering in silence” (2010, 20).  
Byrne’s (2010) analysis of the stories presented was as follows: Firstly, 
victims/survivors were highly vulnerable people, often because of having experienced sexual 
abuse as a child. Others were so, due to “experiencing personal struggles, such as a difficult 
marriage or divorce, illness, the death of a loved one, loss of a job or struggles with wayward 
children” (2010, 49-50). Secondly, there were obvious signs of grooming: 
Several of the victims who submitted stories for this project 
mentioned that they had known their abuser for years before the 
relationship became sexualized, and that they had grown to trust 
him/her. During this time potential victims are often treated as if they 
are special (2010, 51). 
 
Thirdly, clerics performed boundary violations in degrees, often including religious talk to 
justify what was happening, telling the victim that “God meant for them to be together in this 
way” (2010, 53). Fourthly, Byrne (2010) discusses the abuse ending: For many, she says, the 
abuse was very difficult to end as doing so brought many possible repercussions both personal 
and social including “the loss of a job, reduced privileges in the church or the loss of what is 
perceived as a special friendship” (2010, 53-54). For others, she continues, the abuse only 
ended after the victim found out that the perpetrator was using others in the same way and 
that, therefore, her or his relationship was not at all ‘special’ (2010, 54). Other occasions of 
                                                 
 
2 See http://www.internationalbookawards.com/aboutuscontactus/2011awardannouncement.html  
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abuse were ended when it was discovered by church authorities (2010, 54). Fifthly, reporting 
or disclosing the abuse is rare. This, says Byrne (2010), was for a number of reasons but 
mainly due to the fear of repercussions from others but also, very often, because the 
victim/survivor blamed themselves for the misconduct (2010, 54-55).  
Byrne (2010) then dedicates a great deal of time to the healing process of 
victims/survivors of CSMIA. She also has an important section on official RCC responses to 
CSMIA in the USA based on her research into the websites thereof. However, as she found; 
A number of the personal stories received for this project reflected less 
than satisfying reactions from Catholic leaders when victim/survivors 
of adult abuse reported (Byrne 2010, 79). 
 
Using these stories, Byrne (2010 80-82) provides a list of the needs of victims/survivors of 
CSMIA in the RCC. These are: “Victims want/need to know where to turn”; “Victims 
want/need to be heard”; “Victims do not want/need an attorney to interview them”; “Victims 
want/need an apology”; and “Victims want/need an ongoing listener or counselor”.  Byrne 
herself became a victim of CSMIA after seeking help from a trusted priest in regards to a 
previous violent sexual assault while a 20-year-old student (Byrne 2010, 98-99). She now 
works in the healing ministry within the RCC. 
 
2.3 CLERICAL SEXUAL MISCONDUCT WITHIN THE BROADER CHRISTIAN 
CHURCHES 
 
In regards to CSMIA in a broader context, reviewed here are four victim-based 
studies of women’s experiences of CSMIA within the Christian churches, including the RCC. 
These were Flynn (2000/2003), Kennedy (2009), Chaves and Garland (2009), and Garland 
and Argueta (2010).  Flynn’s (2000) PhD dissertation, “Clergy Sexual Abuse of Women: A 
Specialized Form of Trauma”, was based primarily on extensive interviews with 24 women 
“who were sexually abused by clergy, in what was either a sexual or sexualized, or romantic, 
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relationship” (2000, 85). The study was later published in book form titled, The Sexual Abuse 
of Women by Members of the Clergy (Flynn 2003). Flynn’s (2000/2003) study, one of the first 
dealing with CSMIA, has been referenced by many researchers since.  
Flynn’s (2003) main research question concerned whether a trauma model was “a 
valid theoretical construct for use in study of women who have been abused by clergy” (Flynn 
2003, 60). Her conclusion:  
In-depth analyses reveal that women who are sexually abused by 
clergy do indeed suffer from post-traumatic and complex 
posttraumatic stress symptoms that have far-reaching and long-lasting 
influence on their lives. They characteristically responded to their 
abuse with patterned feelings of helplessness, disconnection and 
additional trauma symptoms. A very strong correlation exists between 
the experiences of these clergy sex abuse victims and trauma victims 
(2003, 246). 
 
Relevant to this study, Flynn (2003) further states that two of the classical post-traumatic 
stress (PTS) symptoms predominant in her participants were, “the trauma dialectic of wanting 
to tell and not being able to, and dissociative symptoms” (2003, 246). Other significant effects 
of clergy-related abuse included: 
conflicts inherent in antithetical experience, heightened sense of 
captivity, spirituality alteration, 'shift' to relationality as a primary 
source of spirituality, difficulty in correctly identifying and framing 
abuse, and a deep impact from the negative responses of others (Flynn 
2003, 247). 
 
While Flynn’s (2003) focus was the trauma of CSMIA, she also had a great deal to 
contribute as to the characteristics of the perpetrators of CSMIA and their institutions. She 
also offers valuable input into the dynamics and contexts of CSMIA, including the process of 
grooming. One of Flynn’s (2003) conclusions in regards to the perpetrator and his institution 
is that, akin to FST, abuse should not be defined by the perpetrator but rather, by the victim 
experiencing it (2003, 251). For Flynn (2003) this is a vital aspect of all sexual assault of 
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women, and one needed to be recognised by society. Basing her stance on feminist theory she 
explains:  
How women define their experiences is a central concern. Most 
studies of sexual violence have placed women into pre-determined 
categories, externally defined, without regard to how they themselves 
conceptualize their experiences (2003, 12). 
  
For her, the framing of CSMIA by the perpetrator, and his institution, has been the 
predominant paradigm, but it is a faulty and false one. This paradigm is based on the sexual 
addiction model of the perpetrator (Flynn 2003, 11). CSMIA, rather, should be seen as a 
systemic issue, one which is not about sex so much but rather, the abuse of professional 
powers and position (Flynn 2003, 11-12). As Flynn (2003) further explains:  
Advocates believe that power and power imbalance, which is so 
strikingly profound between a clergy man and a congregant woman, is 
the element that differentiates sexual harassment from sexual activity, 
and makes this an issue of abuse and not sex (19). 
 
According to Flynn (2003), it is also in this context of power imbalance that grooming can so 
easily occur. 
Turning to the topic of grooming, one of Flynn’s findings (2003, 153) was that, 18 of 
her 25 participants reported that their pastors had, “to varying degrees, carefully and 
methodically, with intent and by plan, ‘groomed’ them over a period of time”.  Flynn (2003) 
further explains that:  
The grooming consisted of language construction, reasoning, hinting 
and non-verbal communication, gaining their trust and confidence and 
winning their affection and close allegiance, before moving on to 
make more overt and covert sexual overtures and advances (153). 
 
Why such grooming easily occurs in the religious context says Flynn (2003), has much to do 
with the ‘God-Factor’, the perception of the faith community that “Clergy are living symbols 
of God, and possess all the attendant powers related to representing the power and authority 
of God” (Flynn 2003, 18). With such authority it was not difficult for the pastor to convince a 
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growingly confused lay person that the abuse experience was not abusive or sinful but “a 
good thing” (Flynn 2003, 155). The power struggle evident in such grooming is revealed in 
the inner conflict as “whether to trust her own internal feelings or to trust his powerful words, 
presumably from 'God'” (Flynn 2003, 155). As such, Flynn’s (2003) overall conclusion is that 
CSMIA is an abuse of power and fiduciary duty. Furthermore, she asserts that 
language not recognizing power differentials, professional ethics, 
professional responsibility, fiduciary duty and abuse dynamics in 
defining the relationship, was, in fact, harmful. Harmful language 
deterred coping efforts, challenging and opposing the recovery of the 
injured (Flynn 2003, 182). 
 
In other words, because of Christian institutions’ inability or unwillingness to change their 
paradigm, CSMIA has and continues to cause serious trauma in the lives of women. Flynn 
(2003) dedicates the bulk of her study to the discussion of this trauma. Her findings thereof 
will be included in the discussion in Section 2.9 below. 
Kennedy’s (2009) study, titled “The Well From Which We Drink Is Poisoned: 
Clergy Sexual Exploitation of Women”, also a PhD dissertation, was based on 
“questionnaires completed by 63 women, 19 interviews with women and 19 interviews with 
Church leaders and key informants” (2009, 17). All her participants were “either parishioners 
of their Church or seeking help, support or spiritual guidance” when the CSMIA occurred 
(Kennedy 2009, ii). Her analysis, she says, sought to “demonstrate that clergy sexual 
exploitation of adult women should be located within the continuum of violence against 
women” (Kennedy 2009, ii). For Kennedy (2009) as for Flynn (2003), CSMIA is an abuse of 
power. It is an event which occurs within a context of deeply unequal power, a reality that she 
thoroughly explores through her participants’ experiences (Kennedy 2009, 116-129). That 
power, as Flynn (2003) also concluded, is embedded firmly in the person and position of the 
cleric within a powerful, male dominated institution (Kennedy 2009, 121). These men (and 
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sometimes women) who represent God have been projected by that institution as holy and 
trustworthy: 
Ordained clergy/ministers are seen as ‘holy’ people, in persona Christi 
(Keshgegian, 1999) and/or as ‘father’ figures. 
Spiritualising/sacralising the Church leader as ‘God’ on earth 
accentuates power, which can be misused, especially if they invite 
adulation (Kennedy 2009, 120). 
 
As such, clerics are positioned in a highly enabling context to groom and abuse adults should 
they so choose to do. Kennedy’s (2009) analysis of her study revealed that at least 7 women 
stated that they were groomed. One of Kennedy’s (2009) participants only recognised her 
own grooming when she was studying the grooming process of child abusers (Kennedy 2009, 
154). However, as Kennedy (2009, 89) acknowledges: “with further analysis, and by looking 
at the behaviour of the clergyman under other indexes it emerges that more women were, in 
fact, groomed”. As such, Kennedy (2009) then dedicated a large section to this grooming or 
what she names the “Getting in” phase (94-114).  
Before elaborating on this phase, Kennedy (2009) presents two matters of major 
importance related to why grooming in CSMIA is so often successful. Firstly, she outlines the 
fact that all her participants had existing vulnerabilities or personal issues (2009, 95-96 and 
98-114). Based on 64 cases and multiple possible responses, these included: support/personal 
difficulties, 42% of cases; spiritual direction, 28%; help during marital difficulties, 16%; a 
need to discuss past childhood difficulties/sexual abuse, 13%; needing advice, 11%; and 
‘other’, 27%. Of those who reported past ‘childhood difficulties/sexual abuse’ (n=38), 71% 
stated it was emotional abuse; 66%, sexual abuse; 42% physical abuse; and 21%, neglect 
(Kennedy 2009, 100). 
Secondly, Kennedy (2009, 97-98) discusses the professional status of the cleric and 
how the women viewed these clerics before the CSMIA began. Just prior to this she states:  
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An analysis of the initial relationship between the clergy and women 
in the sample shows that Clergy were located in positions of trust, 
power and authority from the outset. For instance, when asked about 
the nature of the original relationship between them, in 63 percent of 
cases (n=41) women said that clergy were parish 
priests/pastors/minister. The 7 percent (n=11) who were supervisors, 
tutors, and employers also held a position of authority” (Kennedy 
2009, 95).  
 
After acknowledging the vulnerable position of the women and the powerful position of the 
abusive cleric, Kennedy (2009, 107-114) then elaborates how such clerics employ one or 
more of four tactics to groom and trap their victims.  
Firstly, there is “romantic deception” (107-109) which involved clergy “positioning 
themselves as sexually and emotionally neglected and needy, requiring nurturing” (107). This 
is particularly pertinent in cases involving RCC clergy. As Kennedy (2009, 108) explains: 
“Catholic clergy represented celibacy to women as harsh, cruel, old fashioned, and inhumane” 
and as a result, they needed comforting and release (see also Bordisso 2011, 6-7). Kennedy 
(2009, 107) makes a very important observation here: The grooming in such cases especially, 
“can closely appear like courting and this deception is so realistic that Church leaders (and 
victims) commonly call such situations ‘affairs’ or ‘love’” (2009, 107). Kennedy (2009, 107) 
states that for “a third of the cases (n=20 of 65, 31%) women said the clergyperson said he 
had ‘fallen in love’ with them”.  
Secondly, there is “therapeutic deception (bodily redemption)” (109-112). This tactic 
uses the deception that the women needed sex (with the ‘holy’ cleric) in order to heal past 
sexual abuses by evil people. Kennedy (2009, 110) states that this was the tactic used in “one 
third of all cases in [her] study (n=22, 34%)”. Included in this tactic was the ‘education’ of 
women who were sexually naïve (2009, 110) or who were experiencing sexual problems such 
as masturbation (2009, 111) and who, therefore needed sexual ‘counselling’.  
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A third tactic used is “spiritual deception: the sacrament of sex” (112-113). It is in this 
tactic especially that abusive clerical power comes into its fullest expression. “God was 
drawn on to convince women that sexual activity is not only therapeutic but also 'god-
inspired’ or sanctioned” (Kennedy 2009, 112). Such sexual involvement “was constructed as 
‘sacrament’ thus elevating it into a divine occurrence and implying it was a great honour to be 
the ‘chosen’ one” (Kennedy (2009, 112).  
Kennedy includes a more sinister side of ‘spiritual deception’, one based on a long 
tradition of an evil Eve and fallen Mary Magdalen. This deception claimed that “women with 
the ‘spirit of enticement” needed to be exorcised sometimes involving sexual exploitation 
(Kennedy 2009, 113). For Kennedy (2009), this last tactic is an especially heinous one and 
she further discusses its existence and expressions, especially in the context of a broader 
historical exploitation of women (2009, 113-114; see also Flynn 2003, 258). 
Kennedy (2009) then presents the next, and connected, phase of CSMIA which she 
calls “getting trapped” (115-132) which, for the most, is a continuation and intensification of 
the grooming phase. However, this phase brings with it more confusion, guilt, blame and fear. 
It is also defined by its secrecy and growing isolation (125-129). As well, this phase includes 
a growing reality that things may not end well, and, growing considerations as to how to end 
the abuse - the final phase; “getting out” (2009 134-161). It is particularly in these last two 
phases that Kennedy sees many parallels between CSMIA and general sexual assault, and 
domestic violence and entrapment. The power of clerics in these phases explains Kennedy 
(2009, 116-119), is also representative of a broader power to abuse and assault, to control and 
entrap, not at all unlike that found in the wider continuum of sexual violence against women. 
Kennedy (2009) then discusses the “getting out” phase and the need for new perceptions, 
definitions and language when this occurs (2009, 142-146, 152-161). Finding these will help 
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victims/survivors come to terms with and heal from their experiences of CSMIA, as has been 
the case for sexual assault victims outside of the religious context.  
As a result of all this deception, sexual violence, and abuse of trust and power, 
Kennedy’s (2009) participants displayed a broad and deep variety of expressions of damage 
and harm. Kennedy (2009, 207) states that “Ninety-four percent (n=61) of the whole sample 
thought that they had suffered consequences” as a result of the CSMIA. Unlike Flynn (2003), 
however, Kennedy (2009, 205) says that she did not wish to focus on existing “medical and 
psychological” models when analysing this ‘suffering’ but rather on the “impacts and 
consequences” of CSMIA in the personal and social lives of victims/survivors. This latter 
approach, she says “allows for a more inclusive framing not just social and economic costs 
and broader health issues but the social and community legacies that women experience” 
(2009, 205). Again, as with Flynn’s (2003) findings, Kennedy’s (2009) contributions to 
understanding the harms produced by CSMIA will be discussed more in Section 2.9.  
Chaves and Garland (2009) and Garland and Argueta (2010), were studies carried out 
by the School of Social Work, Baylor University, Waco, Texas, and headed by its dean, 
Professor Diana Garland. Their research findings, while differing little from those of Flynn 
(2003) and Kennedy (2009), have added weight to them given that the Garland and 
associates’ work (2009, 2010) was carried out by well-established and respected 
researchers/academics. Their findings were covered in media stories, particularly in the 
Christian media, and created not a little heated discussion on CSMIA in Christian circles (see 
Brachear 2009; Camp 2009; Daniel Burke Religion News Service 2009; Garvan n.d.; see also 
two websites - The Silent Majority: Adult Victims of Sexual Exploitation by Clergy, (SM 
2013); and Is God Imaginary? (IGI 2009)).  
Chaves and Garland’s (2009) research involved a quantitative survey, using “the 
2008 General Social Survey” (2009, 817). The survey’s intent was to try to obtain some 
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statistics as to how many people, women in particular, had experienced CSMIA. While 
initially including some male responses, the number of these was very low and not included 
in the final data. Their research took into account the variables of “education, region, 
religious tradition, marital status, age, and race” (Chaves and Garland 2009, 817) with only 
race being statistically significant, but with cautions (2009, 823). Based on their findings they 
estimated the following:  
Overall, 3.1 percent of women who attend religious services at least 
monthly reported being the object of a sexual advance by a 
clergyperson or religious leader in their own congregation since 
turning 18; 2.2 percent of regularly attending women reported a sexual 
advance from a married leader that did not lead to an openly 
acknowledged relationship. All things considered, sexual advances by 
clergy toward their adult parishioners are prevalent enough, and 
potentially damaging enough to individuals and congregations, to 
warrant additional attention by scholars and religious leaders (2010, 
823). 
 
The companion study, Garland and Argueta (2010), gave the issue some of this ‘additional 
attention’. 
Garland and Argueta (2010) consisted of phone interviews with 46 persons who as 
adults had experienced a sexual encounter or relationship with a religious leader. Fifteen 
others were also interviewed who had experienced the effects of those sexual encounters 
(husbands, friends and other staff members in the congregation), as well as two offending 
leaders (2010, 1). Overall, their findings were: 
Most of the offended identified the experience they had with their 
religious leaders as romantic affairs. Eleven experienced verbal abuse; 
six were physically threatened as a means to keep them silent or 
sexually compliant. Six women described violent rapes (Garland and 
Argueta 2010, 10). 
 
However, Garland and Argueta (2010, 6) were not as much concerned with what happened as 
with the question, “what are the social systemic conditions that allow CSM to Occur?” By 
researching this question, they hoped to provide insights into how to prevent such misconduct 
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in the future. Based on their participant’s responses, Garland and Argueta (2010) presented 
five main reasons as to why CSMIA can occur within Christian congregations: These were: 
 the “lack of personal or community response to situations that ‘normally’ 
call for action” (2010, 10-15);  
 a “culture of niceness” which prevents open and frank discussion about, 
and effective dealing with CSMIA (2010, 15-16);  
 the “lack of accountability” to others including their superiors and their 
congregation, in regards to the everyday life and work of clerics (2010, 16-
17);  
 the existence of “overlapping and multiple roles” of clerics which blurs the 
boundaries between the professional and personal (2010, 17-20);  
 and, a too often and easily unquestioned “trust in the sanctuary” of 
religions and their clerics (2010, 20-21). 
 
According to Garland and Argueta (2009, 22-24), if these issues were dealt with, as they 
suggest, through education, legislation, and the development of prevention policies and codes 
of ethics, and intervention strategies, CSMIA would be greatly prevented from being able to 
occur. However, should it occur, the suggested interventions would also provide avenues for 
redress and healing. 
One of the inhibitors to progress against CSMIA for Garland and Argueta (2010), as 
for Byrne (2010), Flynn (2003), and Kennedy (2009), is the perception that CSMIA is 
primarily about adults having ‘romantic affairs’, to which, therefore, the victim must have 
somehow ‘consented’ (Byrne 2010, 12-15, 44; Flynn 2003, 4, 14, 19-20; Garland and Argueta 
2010, 23; Kennedy 2009, ii, 1-4, 9-14). This perception is not just held by the Churches but 
also by society, and even often by the victims/survivors themselves (Byrne 2010, 42-43; Flynn 
2003, 153; Garland and Argueta 2010, 10; Kennedy 2009, 144). For the most, as such, the 
focus of blame and shame has been the usually vulnerable-in-some-way victim/survivor, 
rather than the powerful exploitative cleric and his/her institution (Flynn 2003, 14; Kennedy 
2009, 35-36). One outcome of this perception is that, too often, CSMIA is rarely disclosed or 
reported, which leads to a compounding of the harms CSMIA produce. As well, as has been 
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documented in so many case of the clerical sexual abuse of children, the perpetrators are 
simply often protected and/or, moved to other jurisdictions and parishes where they are 
unknown. What then too often occurs is the perpetrator then goes on to groom new victims 
and to re-offend all over again (Byrne 2010, 64; Flynn 2003, 214, 220, 224; Garland and 
Argueta 2010, 5, 8; Kennedy 2009, 159, 174, 182, 241). These five aspects of CSMIA - the 
characteristics of the perpetrator and their relation to the victim; the nature of grooming, 
consent confusion, the (lack of) disclosure and reporting of CSMIA, and the harms caused by 
this form of sexual violence and misconduct - will, therefore, be the focus of the remainder of 
this chapter. 
 
2.4 THE PERPETRATOR/VICTIM RELATIONSHIP 
The research on perpetrators of sexual abuse and CSMIA shows that the majority of 
unwanted sexual experiences are committed by someone known to the victim (Kennedy 2009, 
23-24; Lievore 2003, 20). This is especially true of CSMIA (Byrne 2010, 51-52). Unwanted 
sexual experiences are, furthermore, almost always initiated by the known cleric in the course 
of religious/parish life (Flynn 2003, 153; Kennedy 2009, 11). Such relationships are then 
deeply controlled by the institutionally empowered cleric who represents God (Flynn 2003, 
163-172; Kennedy 2009, 116-120). This “God-factor” is one element that makes CSMIA 
different from other types of abuse (Flynn 2003, 8, 19, 140). Its religious context compounds 
and complicates the realities found in the other forms of sexual violence.  
In regards to the sexual abuse being perpetrated by clerics, this religious/spiritual 
context only magnifies the power imbalance between perpetrators and victims (CCC Article 
891; Death 2013, 4, 25, 28; Doyle 2006, 193; Flynn 2003, 4, 8, 19, 140, 203-204; Fogler et al. 
2008b, 308-310; Garland and Argueta 2011, 410; Isley et al. 2008, 204; van Wormer and 
Berns 2004, 58-60; and Villiers, 1996, 44). As one participant of the van Wormer and Berns 
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(2004) study, a woman who had experienced both clerical and non-clerical sexual abuse as a 
child, explained: 
I know what it’s like to be a victim in a church and outside a church. 
It is different. When it’s done in a church [by a representative of the 
church], it holds even more power over you - if you can believe that - 
more power over you than [abuse by my] stepfather. As horrific as my 
abuse was at the hands of my stepfather, with [the priest], I had to 
piece together my soul. My stepfather did not shatter the inner core of 
my being as it was with [the priest]. It was split into parts at times, but 
not shattered. . . You are not only raped physically and emotionally, 
but when someone messes with your spirituality, you are in for a 
whole lot of problems. (59-60). 
 
This woman’s conclusions are consistent with statements of victims of CSMIA found in Flynn 
(2003), Kennedy (2009), Garland and Argueta (2010) and Byrne (2010). In CSMIA, the 
positional power of the offending cleric is perhaps the major weapon used in these offences. 
As broader studies have shown, it is this one dynamic that is present in almost all expressions 
of sexual assault - the imbalance of power; a person of power abusing that power to 
overwhelm a less powerful, more vulnerable person (Apostolou 2013, 489; Bourke et al. 2012, 
2401; Crome 2009, 1, 5; Kahn et al. 2003, 240; McLean 2013, 41; Villiers 1996, 12-14; Wang 
2011, 168). In CSMIA, as shall be discussed more fully below, this abuse of power is also 
what disguises and enables grooming, obfuscating consent, which often leads to non-
disclosure, and, which, as a result, produces deep and lasting harms.  
2.4.1 The Perpetrator’s Positional and Personal Power 
‘Positional power’, as defined in the broader literature on sexual assault/abuse, is 
that which relates firstly to belonging to the body of dominant-male humanity (Buchbinder 
and Eisikovits 2003, 361; Kelly and Radford 1998, 13-14). It also applies to the role or 
position that a person may have in the family (Carlson et al. 2006, 20, 22, 29) or in the 
community (Koss 2000, 1338). Positional power is particularly evident in the professional 
classes and bodies within society particularly those of government, financial, military, 
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academic/educational, legal, medical/therapeutic, and religious institutions (Marshall 2004, 
1926; Peterson 1992; Rutter 1989).  Added to all these, positional power in the context of 
CSMIA is that possessed by the cleric because firstly, he is a cleric, and, secondly because as 
a cleric, he belongs to the powerful institutions of religion (Flynn 2003, 163; Fortune 1989, 
100-103; Garland 2013, 140-141; Peterson 1992, 16-24; Rutter 1989, 26-28; Shupe 1995, 25-
29).  
As well as, and connected to positional power, there exists in perpetrators of sexual 
assault and misconduct, a ‘personal power’.  According to the broader literature this personal 
power may consist of physical strength (French, Bi, Latimore, Klemp and Butler 2014; 
Kaslow et al. 1981, 191-192; Wang 2011, 168), expertise and experience including 
psychological power (Bourke et al. 2012, 2408-2410; Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003, 361), 
or in the case of incest, any adult or older family member (Kaslow et al. 1981). In the context 
of CSMIA all these elements also apply but to them are added personal qualities which a 
particular cleric may have in regards to personality, charisma and “golden boy” status in the 
community (Benson 1994, 115) - their own personal ‘God-Factor’ (Flynn 2003, 8). 
Particularly pertinent for younger or student clerics, as well as Sisters and Brothers, is the 
personal authority and spiritual directorship that priests and Religious Superiors have over 
them. As with lay people, this can also be accompanied by a deep personal admiration, 
respect and even desire to be a ‘follower’ of the one in authority (Benkert and Doyle 2009; 
Benson 1994, 115; Flynn 2003, 155-156, 169).  
CSMIA is situated within in a steep power imbalance. Positional and personal power 
belongs to the cleric/perpetrator. This is institutional and professional power, one based on 
the ‘expertise’ and ‘holiness’ of the cleric and their authorising institution. On the other hand, 
there are the positional and personal vulnerabilities of victims. These vulnerabilities exist in 
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the lives of those believing in and seeking out the authorised ‘expertise’ and ‘holiness’ of the 
cleric.  
2.4.2 The Victim’s Positional and Personal Vulnerability 
Positional vulnerability is not characterological but situational and only exists in the 
context of another’s power. ‘Positional vulnerability’ in general, may refer to simply being 
female in male-dominated social structures (Kelly and Radford, 1998, 8). It may also relate to 
a person’s position in the family (Carlson et al. 2006, 20, 22, 29); work status (Kelly and 
Radford 1998, 9); and/or their position in society including class and race (Kelly and Radford 
1998, 12-13; Koss 2000, 1338). Positional vulnerability can also be due to a person’s 
sexuality (Kelly and Radford 1998, 13; Wang 2011, 167); or age (Carlson et al. 2006, 21). In 
terms of CSMIA again, all these apply but to them can be added that which a lay personal 
has, simply by being a lay person, especially a female one. Positional vulnerability is 
applicable to being a Religious Sister, or Brother, or, younger/trainee cleric. Such people are 
always less than what has traditionally been upheld as the ultimate expression of following 
Christ - the man who becomes an ‘alter Christi’3, a celibate, male, ‘holy’4 ‘father’, ordained 
or positioned thus by their hierarchical religious institution to perform the sacred rituals of 
eternal life (Doyle 2006, 194-195; Frawley-O'Dea 2004, 132).  
 ‘Personal vulnerability’ is much more varied due to it being ‘personal’. Personal 
vulnerability is that resulting from specific events or issues within a person’s life. In the 
broader context of sexual assault/abuse, this may include having a disability (Teaster 2002); 
one’s age (Kluft 2010, 50; Teaster 2002); or again, sexuality (Brady 2008, 361; Kelly and  
                                                 
 
3 Meaning, ‘other Christ’. 
4 The term ‘holy’, as used in Christianity, means to be “set apart by and for God” – to be “different from the 
world” because being “like the Lord”: (Bible Hub – www.biblehib.com/greek/40.htm ).  
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Radford 1998, 13; Wang 2011, 167). Most often, it also has to do with the existence of 
significant personal life issues (Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003, 360-361; Marshall 2004, 
1926). Personal vulnerability may be characterological in origin but is also more often than 
not related to a person’s circumstances at any given time. In the context of CSMIA, having a 
‘personal vulnerability’ or ‘significant issue’ made one particularly prone to sexual 
exploitation, if an unethical cleric entered a vulnerable person’s life.  
2.4.3 Power over Vulnerability 
CSMIA occurs when a perpetrator in a position of power abuses that power by 
targeting the vulnerability of others (Celenza 2006; Fones et al. 1999; Frawley-O’Dea 2004 
and 2007; Irons and Laaser 1994; Plante and Aldgridge 2005). As with all sexual assault, 
power inequality is omnipresent in professional misconduct. Marshall (2004, 1926) explains 
clearly why and how this is the case: Relationships between clients/lay people and 
professional/clerics are for the most, based on ‘need’ seeking ‘expertise’ in some form. As 
such, one person is highly vulnerable while the other is strongly powerful and becomes even 
more so because of their increased knowledge about the other. Tobin and Hegle (2013), 
discussing USA legislation in regards to CSMIA, explain: 
A clergyperson who, by virtue of occupying a position of authority – 
as perceived by the congregant or parishioner – and who, because of 
that position, has knowledge or notice of the emotional dependence or 
vulnerability of an adult congregant or parishioner, can take advantage 
of the position of authority and engage in sexual acts with the 
congregant or parishioner (159).  
 
As Marshall (2004) so perfectly further summarises:  
One party provides confidential information about herself; the other 
party discloses no similarly revealing details. The first party, because 
of her needs, is vulnerable; the second party, because he is the source 
of assistance, is in control (1926). 
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As such, there is an ever-existing context in which exploitation may occur, should the 
professional choose to abuse their positional power. 
`What these ‘professionals’ also have in their positions of power is access to victims. 
Clerical child-abusers have access to children in institutional schools, youth groups and 
parishes (Death 2013, 25; John Jay Report 2004, 78-83; Parkinson 2013, 19; Victorian Inquiry 
2013, 129-139).  Clerics targeting adults have similar contexts and accessibility to vulnerable 
people in their parish and religious organisations through their pastoral and professional 
ministries (Flynn 2003, 19-20; Garland and Argueta 2010, 4; Kennedy 2009, 37).  
The power differential within CSMIA is, in itself, unavoidable and not even the real 
issue. All ‘professional’ relationships such as therapist/client, lawyer/client, have an inherent 
power differential, one based on the client’s need for expertise (Marshall 2004, 1926). 
Clerical ministry, says Marshall, (2004, 1927) is no different. As mentioned, it is not so much 
the power differential itself that is the issue: What is the issue is how that power differential is 
used or abused by the more powerful person in the equation (Marshall 2004). As Cooper-
White (1991, para.11) expresses it, that power should only ever be expressed as “power-with 
rather than a power-over”. However, this power sharing can be seen as a threat to a cleric’s 
status and role particularly for those male clerics prone to clericalism, and/or misogyny and 
homophobia (Doyle 2006, 210-211). As Celenza’s (2004) in-depth psychological study 
claimed, for many clerics, such equality or sharing of power with women and lay people can 
make them feel vulnerable and even powerless (Celenza 2004; Doyle 2006). This is 
particularly true for clerics who have unresolved personal damage or psychological issues 
which may manifest as a personal need for power (Celenza 2004, 228-230; Doyle 2006, 210-
211).  
Given all the circumstances and possibilities presented above, the importance of 
acknowledging and understanding this power-vulnerability dynamic becomes a crucial aspect 
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in the understanding of CSMIA. For example, Flynn (2003, 4) makes the point that this 
power imbalance is never just a singular entity but multi-facetted and when viewed as a list 
the reality of power imbalance becomes very clear. Power imbalance exists in regards to: 
 gender - male / female;  
 spiritual authority - cleric with spiritual ‘powers’ / lay person;  
 position in religious life - older cleric / trainee cleric or nun;  
 age - older cleric / younger male or female;  
 life experience - sexually experienced cleric / sexually naïve person;  
 influence - hierarchy and clerical class / individual.  
 
As particularly Flynn’s (2003), Kennedy’s (2009) and Garland’s and Argueta’s (2010) studies 
show, when any or combinations of these are coupled with a personal vulnerability, the power 
imbalance is greatly increased. 
As evident in the victim-based studies reviewed, almost all victims of CSMIA did 
have, as well as positional vulnerability, some manner of personal vulnerability. Some of 
these were spiritual or psychological crises, previous abuse, identity issues or a disability of 
some sort (Byrne 2010, 2, 29, 32, 49; Flynn 2003, 56, 66; Garland and Argueta 2010, 20; 
Kennedy 2009, 95-96, 98-118). Regardless, the perception still seems to be that simply 
because they were physically ‘adult’ and not disabled in any way (AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2014, 7; 
SJ 2015, 20), they were not ‘vulnerable’, they should have known better, they should have 
had the power to just say ‘no’ and walk away (Byrne 2010, 44; Flynn 2003, 137-140). This is 
also a belief that even the victims/survivors often had of themselves (Flynn 2003, 67; 
Kennedy 2009, 111). However, as Byrne (2010) noted, it was perhaps because of the personal 
vulnerabilities themselves and even the person’s desire to be good Christians that made this 
walking away so much more difficult. As one of Byrne’s participants stated:  
The abuse started soon after I disclosed to [priest’s name] that… my 
former supervisor…who is also a priest, had sexual relations with 
me. I was young and naïve back [then] and had no experience in this 
type of relationship with the opposite sex. All I desired to do was to 
serve as a volunteer… (2010, 37).  
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As such, just saying ‘no’ or walking away while in a state of deep confusion brought on by 
the advances and manipulations of an abusive cleric, is just not that easy to do, especially 
when, as in the cases above and below, personal vulnerability, deep naivety and personal 
spiritual issues, have become part of the relationship. One of Kennedy’s (2009) cases of an 
abused nun shows this clearly in action: 
We were talking ...he sort of looked around, dropped his trousers and 
gave me an illustrated lesson on the male genitalia… I have the visual 
image... I'm not sure whether it was at that time or whether it was at 
other times when he asked me to hold his penis. It was always a 
suggestion - well, “This is not for me, it is for your benefit and 
growth” (He would say) “I think, I am sure you would like to hold my 
penis now”. There were things being said like “you're going to 
experience a lot of sexual arousal but that’ll be good for you in the 
long run”, and of course I am so completely in control that I don’t feel 
anything” ...I am beginning to feel angry now. (He said) “You will 
feel so aroused that you will want to be raped”. He used to say that, he 
was always in control; a kind of a sense of I’m doing all of this for 
your benefit (110-111).  
 
As evident in the account above, nowhere else can power over vulnerability be seen so 
clearly at work in CSMIA than in the grooming or “getting in” phase (Kennedy 2009, 102-
115). As Kennedy explains in regards to the above case: 
Here, the priest skilfully displaces agency on to the woman through 
phrases like` “you may want to hold my penis”, “you will want to be 
raped”, so that if anything does transpire it will be because she wanted 
it.  
 
The abuse of power over the vulnerable is then later only compounded and intensified in the 
“entrapment” phase (Kennedy 2009, 115-132). However, it is particularly in the grooming 
phase that the dynamics of power over vulnerability are most obvious. 
 
2.5 GROOMING OF ADULTS IN CLERCIAL SEXUAL MISCONDUCT  
When performing an academic search on the topic of ‘sexual grooming’ what 
becomes evident is that the term ‘grooming’ refers almost exclusively to child sexual assault. 
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A further search on the sexual grooming of adults reveals nothing. And yet, elements of the 
dynamics of grooming of adults, while not named as such, were covered, for example, in 
Rutter (1989, 137-154) and Peterson (1992, 76-102). Both of these books were dealing with 
overall profession misconduct in general but including sexual misconduct. Grooming, 
therefore, does exist in general adult sexual assault even if not clearly defined as such. It is, 
however, a recognised and named aspect in the research into the sexual abuse of children 
(Death 2013, 27). In regards to clerical sexual abuse of children, the John Jay Report 
dedicated a considerable amount of space to the topic (John Jay Report 2004, 66-67, 74-77).  
Interestingly, however, unlike accounts of secular sexual abuse of adults, in the four studies 
dealing with the clerical sexual abuse/assault of adults, grooming as a topic could easily be 
found. As such, it is the findings on grooming in these studies that will be the focus from 
hereon. 
Grooming in a religious context is the “initial stage of the relationship between the 
vulnerable person and the religious caregiver prior to sexual abuse” (Byrne 2010, 51). In 
CSMIA, grooming behaviour includes the cleric using “his position as a religious leader to 
develop a close relationship and isolate [his victim] from others” Byrne 2010, 51-52). 
Grooming is an act of power, a subtly increasing controlling power over people who are 
vulnerable, in order for the more powerful person to confuse and then exploit their victim for 
their own sexual and psychological pleasure. In CSMIA, as Byrne (2010, 51-52) above 
defines it, that power is found in the positional and personal power of the cleric and these are 
both intricately entwined with the overall religious power of the Church in which a cleric 
operates and which endorses and empowers his existence.  
The clerical grooming of adults is very similar to that of the grooming of children. In 
both, clerical perpetrators, for example, often use ‘gifting’ strategies (Byrne 2010, 22, 37, 83; 
Death 2013, 27); and protestations of love (Death 2013, 26; Kennedy 2009, 107, 115). The 
34 
use of psychological/spiritual fear to confuse and manipulate the victim into submission is 
also common (Death 2013, 27; Isley et al. 2008, 210: Kennedy 2009, 113, 120). What also is 
evident in the literature dealing with clerical grooming of both children and adults, is the 
younger the child/person, the more vulnerable they are because of their corresponding social 
and cognitive/psychological development (Fogler et al. 2008a, 337-342). In other words, the 
younger they are the easier they are to manipulate. Evidence of this age factor regarding 
adults existed in the studies of Flynn (2003, 153, 158), Garland and Argueta (2010, 4, 20), 
and Kennedy (2009, 105-114). One of the main differences between clerical grooming of 
adults and children, however, may be that the grooming of adults needs to be more seductive 
or manipulative due to the reasoning capabilities of adults. While little research exists to 
confirm this as yet, intimations of such were found throughout the four main studies reviewed 
here (Byrne 2010; Flynn 2003; Garland and Argueta 2010; Kennedy 2009) as well as in 
Rutter (1989) and Peterson (1992). 
2.5.1 Grooming in Action 
The grooming of adults can at first include minor boundary violations such as sexual 
or suggestive jokes, extensive sexualised conversations, invading someone’s space, or taking 
a victim to special outings on a regular basis (Byrne 2010, 52; Garland and Argueta 2010, 4-
5, 16-17; Kennedy 2009, 102). Often these minor boundary crossings “occurred right in front 
of God and everybody,” (Flynn 2003, 204; Garland and Argueta 2011, 410; Garland and 
Argueta 2010, 13-14) thereby normalising them to an extent. Garland and Argueta (2011, 
410) explain how the fact that these grooming gestures occurred in front of others, creates this 
inner self-doubt dialogue which may go as such: “I’m making a mountain out of a molehill” 
or “I am too sensitive; this is our pastor”. This conclusion, as Garland and Argueta (2011, 
410) show, is “confirmed by both the location for the special attention - public - and by 
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others’ lack of response”. The grooming has worked: she now “trusts her pastor more than 
her own instincts, which now have been invalidated” (Garland and Argueta 2011, 410).  
Further manipulation by the powerful cleric occurs when the now even more 
entrapped person is then confronted with another aspect of the cleric’s power: This man, as a 
cleric, is very capable of using his clerical authority to also try to spiritually/religiously justify 
the indecent proposals and/or sexual acts (Flynn 2003, 153, 158, 163, 164, 168, 169, 171; 
Kennedy 2009, 110-111; 114-115; Shupe 1995, 27). Unless the counselee/potential victim is 
aware of such dynamics, the pressure is on that person to trust that cleric, even when the 
cleric’s claims that what is happening is natural and not wrong and even blessed by God, are 
doubted by the person (Flynn 2003, 153, 158, 168, 169; Kennedy 2009, 110-111; 114-115). 
The younger the victim is, and, the more ‘religious’ they are, the harder it seems for them to 
resist this pressure (Doyle 2008). The power of the cleric has exploited the vulnerability of 
the victim. The more minor boundary crossings have gradually increased to more serious 
boundary violations involving full sexual exploitation (Byrne 2010, 51-53; Flynn 2003, 84-
85; Garland and Argueta 2011, 409; Kennedy 2009, 131). 
 Interestingly, the one study that included males, (Byrne 2010), suggests that for the 
grooming of male clergy victims by other older male clergy, a slightly different approach was 
also included – that of the attacking of the younger cleric’s/male’s sense of security in his 
‘maleness’ and, in his ability to be ‘pastoral’, or, non-homophobic. This was achieved by the 
establishing of a sense of guilt in a naïve and increasingly confused younger man/trainee 
cleric, that they were somehow fearful of closeness with other men and as such, not warm or 
caring enough to be a pastor and/or homophobic (Byrne 2010, 39-45). An ensuing sense of 
confusion and guilt soon followed and the younger man often gave in and then became 
trapped by guilt and more confusion when the ‘relationship’ became more overtly sexual 
(Byrne 2010, 39-45). Anecdotal evidence and first-hand accounts outside of research (Lee 
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2013) gave similar examples. Seminarians for example, often found themselves caught up 
with other clerics seeking sexual contact and if they refused they were branded as above (Lee 
2013, 85-86, 106). 
The key event in any CSMIA case is the first sexual encounter and the crippling 
sense of confusion, guilt and shame it engenders (Byrne 2010, 27; Flynn 2003, 182; Kennedy 
2009, 135). As Flynn (2003, 168) expresses it: “The sexual aspects of the relationship created 
confusion for the participant and helped to establish the pastor’s control over several aspects 
of her life”. What this shows is that with the sexualising of the relationship, confusion, guilt 
and shame enter, and other doors are closed and secrecy established. The powerful cleric has 
successfully groomed and manipulated his more vulnerable victim and the victim becomes 
entrapped - the second part of the cycle (Flynn 2003, 80, 163-172; Kennedy 2009, 115-120). 
CSMIA is an abuse of power. Victims are targeted, groomed, manipulated and 
entrapped. The positional and personal power of the clerics and the institutional RCC over the 
positional and personal vulnerabilities of the victims enables CSMIA to happen. And yet, the 
perception that because the adults were adult, they must have consented in some way, still 
permeates and most often dominates the debate. This element of consent is one of the most 
controversial aspects of CSMIA: Given the power imbalance and the professional status of 
clerics, can there ever be true consent in CSMIA? 
 
2.6 DEFINING CONSENT 
Discussion concerning ‘consent’ appears frequently in discourses on CSMIA (Byrne 
2010, 2, 13-14; Flynn 2003, 4-14; Garland and Argueta 2011, 406; Garland and Argueta 
2010, 23; Kennedy 2009, 145-147; and Schaefer 1994). For legal discourses on CSMIA it is 
perhaps the most central issue (Marshall 2004, 1926; Tobin and Hegle 2103, 159). Celenza 
(2004), a psychotherapist who has dealt with CSMIA for decades, argues that the power 
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imbalance “renders consent moot” (2004, 216). However, the assumption that CSMIA is ‘an 
affair involving mutually consenting adults’, with connotations of adultery and fornication, or 
sin, still reigns, even within the thinking of some victims (Flynn 2003, 157-160; Kennedy 
2009, 142-144; Royal Commission 2014b, 6300-6302). However, perceptions are changing. 
For example, according to Shupe (1995, 103) Lutheran bishops in 1991, perceived CSMIA 
reports as “clergy-bashing”. However, after two years of increased exposure to 
victims/survivors these same bishops had “reconceptualised clergy sexual abuse, 
transforming it from an issue of adultery and fornication to one of power” (Shupe 1995, 103). 
As one bishop later wrote, “This is not consensual sex: It is power over vulnerability” (Shupe 
1995, 103).  
This change in perception about consent is also reflected in the shifting emphases in 
the legal definitions thereof. These definitions have progressed from a highly patriarchal 
context in which women’s desires for or against sexual activity did not count as they were the 
property of either their father or husband (Fileborn 2011, 5; Munro 2005, 341-343), to the 
most recent definitions of sexual assault as being “an offence against a person's agency” 
(Fileborn: 2011, 7). This new conceptualisation prioritises positive, overt consent between the 
adults involved, by them “actively demonstra[ing] their willingness either verbally or through 
their physical actions” to participate in mutual sexual activity (Fileborn: 2011, 7). As such, 
confused or fear-based submission to sexual activity, resulting from a grooming process, 
should not be interpreted as consensual (Kennedy 2009, 131, 145-147).  Similarly, nor can 
even the presence of usually involuntary arousal during sexual events resulting from 
grooming (McLean 2013, 44-45), nor even a desire to be loved, be assumptions of consent 
(Celenza 2004, 216; Kennedy 2009, 131).  
As yet, any broader or deeper discussion or acceptance of the above concepts in 
discourses on consent in CSMIA are difficult to find when reading church-based legal 
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discussions concerning clergy liability (e.g. Doherty and Wellspring 2007; Woodward 2009). 
Rather, statements such as the following express a belief that an adult simply consents to sex 
or they do not. No discussion as to what consent is exists, especially in a context of clerical 
power and grooming. As Woodward (2009) states: 
[A cleric] is not thereby at risk of any criminal action unless his 
conduct is otherwise against the criminal law (such as, for example, 
would be the case if the other party was a minor or there was some 
question as to whether she had consented to sexual contact with 
him) (para. 16).  
 
However, as one of Byrne’s (2010) participants revealed, the frustration that victims of 
CSMIA can have when they do actually confront the RCC with what occurred, shows how 
difficult it is for victims to be believed that they did not consent: 
When I reported my abuse to the Archdiocese of [city], they told me I 
should have known better…I was an adult. When I asked the official 
of the Archdiocese if it were possible for an adult to be abused, he 
answered, not in your case…our priest told us that it was consensual. 
When I asked him if the police report from the [city] police 
department would convince him, he said, probably not. When I asked 
him if the former brother, now a priest, would be removed, he 
answered, no…we’re getting him help, we don’t remove priests when 
the sex is consensual. When I reminded him that I was asleep when 
the priest climbed into the bed with me, he told me it was his opinion 
that I gave him some indication that I wanted it (2010, 44). 
 
The above statement and story reveal a troubling reality in regards to the RCC’s approach to 
consent and to CSMIA as a whole. It also may explain why Church officials, more often than 
not, do not accept victim’s testimonies5. When linked to some of the latest Australian official 
RCC protection policies6 dealing with sexual abuse, questionability of consent is so often  
 
                                                 
 
5 In another case involving a priest and a young man, “Cardinal George Pell has stood by a decision to dismiss a 
sex abuse complaint against a priest who claimed the encounter was consensual - despite the Catholic Church 
possessing proof to the contrary” (see Higgins 2008). 
6 See Archdiocese of Brisbane (AoB 2014); Diocese of Toowoomba (DoT 2014) Society of Jesus (Jesuits) (SJ 
2015), and the National Committee for Professional Standards (NCPS 2010b). 
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linked with whether the adult was ‘vulnerable’ or “in need of community services due to age, 
illness or a mental or physical disability; or who may be unable to take care of him/herself or 
protect him/herself against significant harm or exploitation” (AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2015, 7; 
NCPS 2010b, 5; SJ 2015, 20). This perception has within it the suggestion that in the minds 
of the RCC at least, force or disability of some sort, are still the only pre-requisites for sex to 
be defined as non-consensual. But the RCC is not alone in this. Munro (2005) shows how this 
is also a reality in the minds of the broader community when she states that even though the 
“force requirement” is no longer a legally viable element of sexual assault: 
it is well-established that the private context in which non-consensual 
sex frequently occurs continues to present obstacles, with evidence of 
force often retaining a pivotal persuasive role (341; see also Fileborn: 
2011, 7).  
 
This is of particular importance given that in CSMIA, the alleged offender is a ‘man of God’ 
and culturally seen to be above committing such forceful sexual behaviours. As mentioned 
above, this is a particular problem for CSMIA given the usual lack of force or brutality 
because of the ease of subtle coercion, manipulation and grooming in such a context.  
 What is so often absent from such discourses is a crucial and even logical alternative 
focus of cause and effect, one based on the responsibility of the cleric/professional, not the 
vulnerability of a person or even the questionability of the victim’s intentions or ‘consent’:  
Clergy may not force, and the woman may desire him, but he has 
constructed this context, in which he makes her responsible, whilst 
relinquishing his responsibility for the boundary-keeping he knows he, 
as the professional, should maintain (Kennedy 2009, 131).  
 
This dynamic is why Celenza (2004) was adamant that in CSMIA, consent as an issue, is 
“rendered moot” (2004, 216). It also throws the responsibility for the existence of CSMIA 
firmly back on the person who had the greater power to stop it - the cleric/professional (Rutter 
1989, 21). Interestingly, given the often comparison, this has been the same conclusion 
concerning incest: 
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Incest is considered abusive when the individuals involved are 
discrepant in age, power, and experience. The argument that a 
younger person may have desired, sought, or given consent is 
irrelevant. Those very behaviors may have been groomed, coerced, or 
generated in response to perceived pressure and/or threat from the 
more powerful person (Kluft 2010, 50). 
As such, even though, as discussed above, the issue of consent is irrelevant in situations of 
power imbalance, clarity of definition thereof is, never the less, of great importance. As shall 
be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, suffice it to say here, Peterson (1992, 124) defines 
full ethical consent as needing to be “informed”, “mutual”, and “meaningful”. The existence 
of these means that the lesser powerful person “can say no without the possibility of harmful 
consequences to self, treatment, or the relationship” (Peterson 1992, 124). Peterson (1992, 
124) continues: “Clearly the unequal power balance in the relationship and the omnipresent 
threat of consequences to the client makes full consent impossible”. 
2.7 DISCLOSURE AND REPORTING  
In the literature reviewed for this study, most studies included discussion on 
disclosure/reporting or the lack thereof (e.g. Death 2013, 31-37; Flynn 2008, 232-233; 
Kennedy 2009, 25-26, 232; Mason and Lodrick 2013, 32-34; Morris et al. 2013, 95). Some 
were wholly dedicated to the topic (e.g. Freyd et al. 2005; Hunter 2012; Jonzon and Lindblad 
2004; Lievore 2003; Roesler 1994; Schaeffer et al. 2011; Schönbucher et al. 2012). For the 
most, what was of concern was why victims of unwanted sexual experiences, including 
CSMIA, did or did not disclose or report those experiences The terms ‘disclosure’ and 
‘reporting’ have related but different meanings. ‘Disclosure’ is the telling of the abuse to 
anyone. ‘Reporting’ is making an official complaint to such as the police or in the case of 
CSMIA and professional misconduct, to the professional bodies dealing with such 
misconduct, such as the Australian RCC’s National Committee for Professional Standards or 
‘Towards Healing’.  
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2.7.1 Non-Disclosure (including Non-Reporting) 
Disclosure or reporting sexual assault/misconduct is a highly complex process which 
often triggers many factors such as fear of reprisal, fear of not being believed, and feelings of 
low self-esteem, and self-blame (Hunter et al. 2012, 2629; Ullman et al. 2007, 75). One of the 
main findings in regards to disclosure is that the rate of victim disclosure decreases, in 
conjunction with increasing feelings of “closeness and dependency to the perpetrator” 
(Jonzon and Lindblad 2004, 197). Related closely to this is that victims of the more violent 
and overtly abusive forms of sexual assault are more likely to disclose and report those 
assaults (Ullman et al. 2007, 75). One more important finding from research is that people 
who experience sexual assaults in childhood are both, less likely to disclose that abuse, and, 
more likely to be re-abused as adults and not disclose or report that abuse as well (Hunter et 
al. 2012, 2629). As shall be shown, all these findings are of great relevance to the study of 
CSMIA. 
In regards to the reporting of adult sexual assault, according to Lievore (2003, 27) 
there are two broad categories of barriers: “personal barriers and barriers related to the 
criminal justice system”. Lievore tables these barriers (2003, 28) thus: 
Personal barriers 
• Too trivial or inappropriate to report to police 
• Not a “real” crime 
• Not clear that harm was intended 
• Dealt with it themselves 
• Regard it as a private matter 
• Shame, embarrassment 
• Did not want family or others to know 
• Fear of reprisal by assailant 
• Self-blame or blamed by others for the attack 




• Police would not or could not do anything 
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• Police would not think it was serious enough, or would not want to be   
   bothered with the incident 
• Fear of not being believed by police 
• Fear of being treated hostilely by police or other parts of justice system 
• Fear/dislike of police 
• Fear of the legal process 
• Lack of proof that the incident happened 
 
In CSMIA, references to similar barriers could be found throughout the research reviewed 
here (e.g. Flynn 2003, 218-225; Kennedy 2009, 25-26). In the case of ‘the justice system’, one 
also needs only to substitute that term with ‘The Church’, and the term ‘police’ with 
‘Bishops’ or ‘Professional Standards staff’ and again, many similarities can be found (see 
Flynn 2003, 218-225; Kennedy 2009, 232-233; 183-190); Kennedy (2009, 183-190) 
presenting two interesting trials thereof. According to Crome (2009, 1-2) and Morris et al. 
(2013, 95), for male sexual assault victims, the stereotype of manhood creates another barrier. 
That stereotype states that ‘‘men should be able to protect themselves’’ and includes the 
perception that ‘‘male rape only happens in prison,’’ and ‘‘only homosexual men are raped’’. 
Accordingly, a male victim must fall under one of these categories, or, if not, must have 
somehow wanted the sexual encounter. Such a narrow perception of manhood decreases the 
likelihood of men reporting sexual assault (Crome 2009, 1-2; Morris et al. 2013, 95).  
One of the major reasons for victims’ non-disclosure and non-reporting is the fear 
they will not be believed or supported when they do. Accordingly, victims hold back from 
doing so. While some CSMIA victims/survivors, like their secular counterparts, found 
support when or if they disclosed, others experienced victim blaming and denial from 
authorities and loved ones (Davies and Boden 2012; Flynn 2003, 137-140; Jonzon and 
Lindblad 2004, 197; Kennedy 2009, 42-47; Koss 2000) 
Self-blame is often a consequence of having been groomed and the resulting consent 
confusion that ensues. This connection between self-blame and grooming is a crucial point to 
43 
include in discourses on sexual assault and abuse. As cited earlier, Kluft (2010), discussing 
incest explains: 
The argument that a younger person may have desired, sought, or 
given consent is irrelevant. Those very behaviors may have been 
groomed, coerced, or generated in response to perceived pressure 
and/or threat from the more powerful person (50). 
 
What Kluft (2010) is implying here is that if one has been groomed into sexual exploitation 
there is a good chance that they will feel that they somehow consented in the process. This 
then results in self-blame and the ‘logical’ conclusion in the victim’s mind that there is, 
therefore, nothing to report or disclose. As Crome (2009, 2) explains: 
As with any disclosure of sexual abuse, male victims, like females, 
have to deal with the ambiguity of what equates with consent and 
coercion, especially when sexually abused by a partner (male or 
female offender) or when date raped. 
 
Perceptions of CSMIA are not far removed from such “partner”, “date rape” scenarios. 
However, because the perpetrator in CSMIA holds a highly respected and powerful role, the 
processes of naming, escaping, and disclosing/reporting unwanted sexual experiences is even 
more difficult (Flynn 2003, 205-206; Garland and Argueta 2010, 11). Always, it is the power 
imbalance that obfuscates what may well be clearer in other contexts. Walker (2009, 96), 
discussing cycles of violence in intimate relationships, explains how this same power 
imbalance blinds many victims to their reality in such relationships as well (see also 
Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003, 360-361, 363; and Orzeck et al. 2010, 178, 181, 184).  
Accordingly, an important aspect of disclosure, often overlooked, is the reasons why 
victims actually do choose to disclose rather than not disclose. While, as Ullman et al. (2007, 
75) explain, the choice to disclose may have to do with the level of overt violence and the 
level of detachment to the perpetrator, another more ‘positive’ reason exists as to why victims 
do disclose - they are trying to make sense of what happened (Ullman et al. 2007, 75). This 
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reason for disclosing is, in turn, often related to victims trying to establish if they may have 
been to blame in some way (Ullman et al. 2007, 75). However, self-blame is, in turn, often 
related to victims not having a language to contextualise their experiences. As such, the role 
of language and definitions has also been recognised to be a crucial element in coming to 
understand CSMIA (Flynn 2003, 10; Fogler et al. 2008a, 341; Fortune 1989, 121; Isley et al. 
2008, 210; Kennedy 2009, 37-41). As shall be discussed below, a lack of adequate discursive 
discourses has been a major inhibitor of the exposing of sexual assault and CSMIA, including 
the disclosing thereof. This call for a redefinition and new language of CSMIA existed also in 
the broader literature on sexual assault reviewed.  
 
2.8 THE LANGUAGE OF SEXUAL ASSAULT AND CSMIA 
Language and definitions are a major concern for both researchers and survivors of 
sexual abuse. Three of the major reasons for this concern are: language shapes people's 
understanding of sexual crimes, (Davies and Boden 2012; Flynn 2003; Harned 2004; 
Kennedy 2009; Lamb 1999; Peter 2006); it affects measurement which shapes public 
perceptions of its prevalence (Cossins 2000, Flynn 2003; Kennedy 2009; McDuff 2008; 
Morris, Smith, Farooqui and Surís 2014); and, it can affect victims' attribution of blame, 
sense of misplaced guilt and the lack of resultant disclosure and/or reporting, and healing 
(Byrne 2010; Gavey 1999; Harned 2004; Hunter et al. 2012; Kahn, Jackson, Kully, Badger 
and Halvorsen 2003; Kennedy 2009; Schwartz and Leggett 1999; Wang 2011). The 
recognition of these issues and how they relate to definition and language could be found in 
almost every non-clerical study and article reviewed here, including paedophilia (Cossins 
1998, 54-58, 72-80, 152, 161); sexual harassment of clergy (McDuff 2008, 298-300); incest 
(Carson et al. 2006, 20); woman to woman sexual violence (Wang 2011); male sexual assault 
in the military (Morris, Smith, Farooqui and Surı 2014); and elder and disabled adult abuse 
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(Teaster 2002, 11-12). It is also an issue even in regards to definitions of victims (Lamb 
1999). In these studies, and, in those dealing with rape and sexual assault in general, it 
became clear that, as Fileborn (2011, 5) plainly states: “There is no universally accepted 
definition of ‘sexual assault’”. Given the very broad contexts and expressions of all forms of 
sexual violence, this confusion or lack of definitional uniformity is understandable. However, 
it also contributes to the lack of justice for victims/survivors of sexual crimes (Lievore 2003, 
27. 34).  
 For Kennedy (2009, 21), dealing specifically with CSMIA, definitional confusion 
and inaccuracy is a result of a male control of the issue. She argues that there were, and 
remain, a range of tactics for hiding that male control, including definitional control 
(Kennedy 2009, 21). These tactics included euphemising, dehumanising, blaming, 
psychologising, naturalising, and separating. “Linguistic avoidance” is part of the more 
general term of “euphemising” where the use of language hides both men and their agency 
(Kennedy 2009, 21). Because of this linguistic avoidance or euphemising, as well as the other 
above tactics, discourses about the nature of men and women, sex and power and sexual 
assault including CSMIA, do not progress. Instead, they merely repeat those definitions which 
have simply been unquestioned and accepted by centuries-old patriarchal privilege (Poling 
2005, 56-63). Kelly and Radford (1998), discussing secular definitional power concerning the 
victimisation of women are clear as to why male definitional myopia disables progress: 
All attempts to create change involve questioning who decides “what 
counts” as victimization and who defines its meaning and seriousness. 
At issue here is the creation of a climate in which testimony and 
experience of women [and girls] are accorded credibility and 
importance (71). 
 
In other words, until the experiences of victims are accorded respect, truer, fuller and clearer 
discourses can never develop. In the context of the historical RCC to which the terms ‘all-
male’ ‘clerical’ and ‘celibate’ can be added to the aura of patriarchal privilege, there is a 
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resulting extra lag in the understanding of the plight of victims of CSMIA (Doyle 2006, 190-
196). According to Kennedy (2009),  
It was almost universally the case that male clerics, both the offender 
and his superiors within the power structures of the specific Christian 
Churches defined what had occurred [in regards to clerical sexual 
misconduct] (4).  
 
 
As Flynn (2003), Garland and Argueta (2010) and Kennedy (2009) clearly show, such 
definitions rarely favour the victim. Such exclusivity of powers of definition also only creates 
a “privatisation of the exploitation of women” (Flynn 2003, 10; see also Poling 2005, 56-63). 
As well, as Poling (2005, 59) suggests, much of this Church-based definitional response has, 
in turn, been deeply influenced by powerful historical Freudian theory which suggests that 
“men who sexualize their relationships are normal, and women who complain about being 
sexualized are pathological” (see also Kennedy 2009, 228). This perception also underpins a 
suspicion of victims of sexual crimes found not just in cases of CSMIA but throughout 
domestic violence discourses and those of sexual violence and exploitation of women in 
general (Flynn 2003, 9-15; Kennedy, 2009, 20-22; 37-44; Lievore 2003, 29-33; Poling 2005, 
56-63). It is the kind of perception that finds expression in many of the rape myths and victim 
stereotyping that arise and which are expressed in such comments as, ‘if the woman (or man) 
didn’t want the sexual relationship why did they not just leave, walk away? Doesn’t that mean 
that the woman liked this relationship or the man desired the sex?’ So, if a woman complains 
or reports the abuse, the man/cleric involved is seen as being ‘normal’, the woman, 
‘pathological’ (Poling 2005, 59), or even “troubled” (Estrich 1992, 14-27). As Kennedy 
(2009) also shows, this is both a theological and a secular problem: 
Clergy sexual abuse/exploitation of women occurs in the context of a 
hierarchical gender order, which privileges men. This is further 
underlined in Christian Churches by male theological exegesis. One 
element of gender ideology is a mental ‘script’ in the minds of Church 
leaders whereby women are cast as the instigators of sexual 
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exploitation, as they follow Eve. The alternative is that women are 
‘mad’ or ‘bad’ in reporting abuse. Alongside these a secular/modern 
‘script’ is evident, representing such sexual involvements as 
“affairs/adultery”: by definition consensual and equal (228). 
 
Alternatively, ‘victims’ who complain about their sexual assaults/abuse may be constructed 
as people simply lying about the whole event, as Estrich (1992) explains: 
No myth is more powerful in the tradition of rape law than the myth 
of the lying woman: the spurned lover who seeks revenge; the 
deflowered virgin who refuses to assume responsibility for her sexual 
activities; the vicious and spiteful woman who would lie about a rape 
charge (11).  
 
Kennedy (2009) goes further stating that perceptions of “lying” and “pathology” usually go 
together: 
This stereotype profoundly affected women, accentuated by 
Christianity being one of the origins and undoubtedly sustainers of this 
view. Women talked of there being “no point” or that “they 
(Church/police) wouldn’t understand” or that “they wouldn’t believe 
me – because he was a priest”. They feared blame and had awareness 
that “they’d say it was my fault” or “they’d say I was (mentally ill) or 
something” (168-169; in parenthesis, hers). 
 
When the perpetrator of the sexual misconduct/assault is a cleric, this perception and its 
repercussions are only magnified. Clerics have been traditionally upheld as a bastion of 
morality. As such, it is they, not the other adult, who are “believed always to act ethically 
[and whose] character is never in doubt” (Kennedy 2009, 187).  
So, ‘who then is responsible’ is a highly relevant question for the churches, legal 
systems, and for victims alike. It is little wonder, given the historical, male dominated 
definitional power of the churches that Flynn’s later study (2008) found that: 
Eighty-eight percent of those interviewed reported having 
misidentified the abuse. Initially, some women harshly blamed 
themselves for the abuse…They expressed initial feelings of intense 
guilt, shame and personal responsibility (231). 
 
Misidentification is understandable given that, in CSMIA, clerics and their institutions have 
traditionally been given the benefit of the doubt or had their accounts privileged over those of 
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victims (Kennedy 2009, 4. This privilege often extends into legal privilege as well (Marshall 
2004, 1922-1924; Tobin and Helge 2013, 195-200; Townsley 2007). As a result:  
Many women have to live with the damage in secret because our 
culture does not have a framework for understanding their 
experiences. We are just now developing a framework for 
understanding clergy sexual abuse of children (Garland 2006, 17). 
 
Given this historical context, the need for a “correct framing of the problem” cannot be over-
stressed. “The way a problem is defined determines the response to it and shapes efforts to 
intervene and prevent abuse” (Kennedy 2009, 37-41; see also Flynn 2003, 10). In the studies 
reviewed here, it is clear that CSMIA is a serious and harmful abuse of power and trust. For 
researchers of CSMIA the need for a clarification and changing of language, definitions and 
terms has, therefore, been recognised as one of the first issues needing addressing before a 
more complete and just understanding of CSMIA can be achieved.  
2.8.1 New Definitions of Clerical Sexual Misconduct Involving Adults 
 
A dominant theme in the first part of Kennedy’s (2009) own study is the aspect of 
language and the correct naming of sexual violence against women in society in general:  
The failure in much of the literature, and by Churches, to name sexual 
exploitation deprives women of a language with which to speak of 
their experiences. How can one name sexual exploitation when the 
only concepts available are affairs and adultery? Naming affects how 
the sexual exploitation of women is articulated and responded to; it 
encodes understanding of power (37).  
 
All the researchers on CSMIA are very clear as to why clarity and accuracy of definitions are 
crucial.  Kennedy’s (2009), Flynn’s (2003) and Chibnall et al’s (1998) are all convinced that 
once some education and a new language is given to victims, new definitions are found along 
with a new ability for victims to understand and evaluate what occurred. Those researching 
clerical abuse of children have reached the same conclusion (Isley et al. (2008) and Fogler et 
al. (2008a). Along with this then follows a new ability to further heal; such is the power of 
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language (Flynn 2003, 22, 229-230, 243; Kennedy 2009, 138, 142-147). In their study of boys 
sexually abused by clerics, Isley et al. (2008) also provide an important caution for clinicians 
relating directly to language and definitional confusion within victims/survivors: 
Clinicians should not assume that either a child or adult survivor 
necessarily understands that the sexual contact was sexually abusive. 
At its initial occurrence, participants in this study did not identify the 
violence against them as “sexually abusive,” and this initial difficulty 
in naming the experience as abusive may have hampered their ability 
to effectively cope with the trauma (210).  
 
Fogler et al. (2008a) agree and also express concern about the clinical implications for adults 
who blame themselves for CSMIA: 
The adult female survivor’s psychosocial developmental stage may 
strongly influence her attempt to make sense of the clergyperson’s 
sexual violation by framing it as an “affair.” Such framing is likely to 
obscure, erroneously, the egregious breach of fiduciary trust inherent 
in a clergyman raping or sexually abusing a woman who has sought 
his counsel (341). 
 
As such, one of the first hurdles for victims/survivors of clerical sexual misconduct, 
for the RCC, and for society as a whole, is a redefining of what CSMIA is. Researchers and 
theorists have attempted to provide those new definitions: For Chibnall et al. (1998) the 
definition of what is occurring in CSMIA is clear; it is a definition based on the ‘professional’ 
status of clerics: 
Sexual exploitation is best defined in the context of a violation of 
professional ethics. It occurs when a person in power takes advantage 
of the dependence and vulnerability of a “client” who is placed in or 
voluntarily adopts a position where personal control and power are 
limited in order that the “client” may benefit from the expertise of the 
person in power (144). 
   
Similarly, Flynn (2003, 10) defines CSMIA as a cyclic “exploitation of power and a profound 
violation of the ethics of a professional relationship”. Other researchers have named CSMIA 
as “a violation of professional duty” (Benson 1994, 103) or responsibility (Kennedy 2009, 103-
104; Shupe1995, 35) or at least “professional sexual misconduct” (Irons and Laaser 1994, 
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124). One feminist Christian minister, Pamela Cooper-White, tellingly names the whole 
process “soul stealing” (Cooper-White 1991). In short, CSMIA needs to be established as an 
abuse of power, and not just “male power” but positional power which women can have as 
well (Chibnall et al. 1998, 159; Peter 2006, 295-296).  
When CSMIA is clearly defined as such, any indiscriminately applied label such as 
‘affair’ loses credibility. Accordingly, with new fuller and more considered definitions of 
CSMIA applied, a completely different discourse develops. It is no coincidence that these 
new definitions more closely correspond with the lived experiences of the victims, and of the 
harm which their experiences of CSMIA have produced (Fisher et al. 2003, 568; Gavey 1999; 
Kennedy 2009, 46-47, 170).  
2.9 HARM 
Despite minimisation by perpetrators and their institutions, CSMIA is harmful 
(Farrell 2009, 44; Flynn 2000, 313). It produces similar effects as found in clerical sexual 
abuse involving a child: 
Research findings indicate that women who are harmed and violated 
from sexual abuse by their clergy do, in fact, suffer from trauma and 
its effects, including both classical and complex trauma symptoms 
regardless of whether they were abused as adults or abused as children 
(Flynn 2000, 311-312). 
 
Multiple researchers point to how all forms of abuse, sexual violence, and exploitation 
produce similar harms (Crome 2009, 5; Freyd, Klest and Allard 2005; Harned 2004; Mason 
and Lodrick 2013; Orzeck et al. 2010; Ullman Townsend, Filipas and Starzynski 2007). 
CSMIA is no different (Flynn 2003, 72-140; Isley et al. 2008; Kennedy 2009, 206-227). 
Another similarity with other forms of abuse is that re-victimisation, producing further harm, 
is common (Chan 2011; Classen, Palesh and Aggarwal 2005; Cloitre, Cohen and Scarvalone 
2002). Indeed, many CSMIA victims/survivors have experienced previous sexual abuse, often 
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as a child (Chibnall et al. 1998, 149-151; Kennedy 2009, 99-101). One further unfortunate 
parallel is that sexual victimisation and abuse may contribute to some survivors becoming 
perpetrators later in life (Garrett 2010; Radel and Wasmer 2006, 239). Many clerics who 
abuse others, reported such histories of victimization (Benson 1994, 107-108, 110-111; Fones 
et al. 1999, 192; Frawley-O’Dea 2004, 128; Irons and Laaser 1994, 124). 
There is a great deal of literature and research which outlines the many forms of 
harm produced by unwanted sexual experiences. These can be found in the studies of intimate 
partner/domestic violence (Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003, 356, 358-364); and rape or other 
forms of sexual assault (Mason and Lodrick 2013), including male rape and sexual assault 
(McLean 2013; 43). In regards to clerical sexual abuse, studies are showing just how deep 
and how prevalent is the harm produced by this form of abuse; for example, Death (2013); 
Fogler et al. (2008a); Isley et al. (2008); Brady (2008); McLaughlin (1994)7. That harm can 
take many forms including physical, spiritual, psychological, relational and practical.   
2.9.1 Physical Harm 
Sexual assault is often accompanied by physical harms including actual injuries 
directly resulting from the assault. However, physical harm also includes later developing 
somatic complaints. Somatic complaints may include “chronic fatigue, bladder problems, 
pelvic pain, headache, chronic pain, asthma, diabetes, and heart problems…being more likely 
to be obese, to have chronic headaches, asthma, and gastrointestinal symptoms” (Freyd et al. 
2005, 85-86, 98-101). Somatisation is not a well understood aspect of sexual violence and is 
in need of further research (Wilson 2010, 62). The manifestations of somatisation are, 
however, according to those who have researched them, the source of major suffering and  
                                                 
 
7 Doyle (2012) also provides an extensive bibliography of studies and articles concerning clerical sexual abuse. 
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disability for victims/survivors of most expressions of unwanted sexual experiences, 
particularly of child sexual abuse (Freyd et al. 2005, 85-86, 98-101; Mason and Lodrick 2013, 
31; Wilson 2010).  
2.9.2 Spiritual Harm 
Spiritual harm includes that which disturbs a person’s equilibrium in regards to the 
faith and/or world view they have, or had, which helped inform or control their sense of 
meaning in life. Spiritual harm can be experienced by those who are sexually assaulted 
outside of religious institutions as well as within them. In one study (Crisp 2012), the 
conclusion drawn was that “an experience of sexual abuse can be critical for the spiritual life 
of any woman who is subjected to abuse” (133, emphasis mine).  For Crisp (2012), 
spirituality is not a ‘religious’ only concept. Her conclusion was that, included in but also 
beyond religious terminology, there are “five key concepts which are integral to spirituality – 
meaning, identity, connectedness, transformation and transcendence” (2012, 142). According 
to Crisp (2012), given the depth to which such qualities are embedded within individuals, 
when spirituality is harmed, the effects are profound. 
 For Roman Catholics, the spiritual harm resulting from sexual abuse perpetrated by 
clerics is all-encompassing, because Roman Catholicism is an all- encompassing religion. As 
Doyle (2006) argues, the Roman Catholic faith/Church has the “power to touch the spiritual, 
moral, emotional, psychic, and economic lives” of its members: It is a “spiritual force, a way 
of life, and a religious movement” (2006, 189). As such, when a clerics and their supporting 
church deeply contradict that ‘way of life’ through CSMIA, deep and lasting spiritual harm 
occurs (Garland 2006, 11; Doyle 2006, 207-208). This harm is produced particularly because 
it occurs within the “midst of the clericalist mythology about the immense power and 
importance of the priesthood, a mythology readily believed by Catholics with a need for 
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spiritual security” (Doyle 2006, 199). This is the ‘god-factor’ that Flynn discusses (Flynn 
2003, 8).  
In an older, yet still relevant study, McLaughlin (1994, 147) concluded that “Because 
clergy represent God, Christ, and the church, to be violated by a member of the cloth is to feel 
violated by God, Christ, and church”. As such, the possibility of a rejection of all - God, 
Christ and Church - is very real, and, for victims, this becomes a time of enormous upheaval. 
What was once a stable world-view has been turned upside down (Doyle 2006, 207-208). As 
Flynn (2003, 106), quoting a participant, poignantly put it, victims/survivors of CSMIA have 
to often spend “years of creating a paradigm shift to make sense of the profound violation and 
betrayal which she had endured - stolen “years the locust ate”. Flynn (2003) presents a very 
powerful and moving account of how the effects of spiritual and sexual abuse are so 
devastatingly intertwined and why sexual abuse by clergy is different from that of other 
professional abuse: 
The abused woman’s effort to distinguish the truth from the 
deception, inherent in the relationship, was intensely conflicted. Her 
own internal truth was challenged by the prevailing cultural mores, 
which contradicted her reality. If he told the truth in the pulpit, she 
reasoned, he must be telling the truth in the bedroom. Otherwise, if he 
were lying in the bedroom, he must be lying in the pulpit. If the clergy 
person were lying in the pulpit, the entire composition of years of 
ingrained and internalized beliefs fundamental to the deepest parts of 
one's psychological make-up would be challenged and potentially 
fragmented and destroyed. Essentially, one’s image of God could be 
cracked into a million tiny irreparable pieces. Surviving such 
examination of one’s fundamental make-up was indicated to be no 
easy undertaking (155-156). 
 
Doyle (2006) also shows how spiritual abuse which results from and with clerical sexual 
abuse is considered to be “soul murder”, not unlike what Cooper-White (1991) calls “soul 
stealing”:  
Victims describe the spiritual impact of abuse by a priest in many 
ways but the common denominator is spiritual devastation and, as 
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Lothstein puts it so well, soul murder. For many the aftermath is a 
lifetime of painful loss and acute emptiness (208; see also Doyle 
2008).  
 
As Crisp (2012) pointed out, spiritual harm can be produced by sexual exploitation and abuse 
in any context. However, given the overtly spiritual nature of the context of the RCC, 
spiritual harm, as Doyle (2006, 207-208) in particular has explained, is all-encompassing and 
leaves scars which are extremely difficult to heal as a result. 
2.9.3 Psychological Harm 
According to Lievore (2003, 28) sexual acts that may be viewed as serious are those 
that “deprive victims of liberty, threaten their lives or physical integrity, or produce 
psychological harm”. Psychological harm is produced by CSMIA and any form of sexual 
assault/abuse and is the most obvious and most researched effect of such abuse. Crome (2006, 
5) presents a list of psychological harms which include: “mood anxiety and personality 
disorders” (see also Orzeck et al. 2010, 177-178, 179-180). Also included are “self-harming 
and compulsive behaviours including self-mutilation, reckless behaviour (for example, 
driving dangerously), drug and alcohol abuse and work addiction” (Crome 2006, 5). Suicidal 
thoughts and actual suicide attempts (and, no doubt, completion), were also not uncommon 
(Crome 2006, 5; Mason and Lodrick 2013, 31-32). Orzeck et al. (2010, 177-180) include in 
their list: “Internal turmoil” including “Lowered self-worth”; “Interpersonal affect” including 
“relational damage” and “loneliness and abandonment”; “Dysfunctional coping” including 
“significantly stressful reactions” such as “lack of motivation, difficulties concentrating or 
completing one’s work duties, and sleep disturbances such as ‘bad nightmares’ and 
‘sleeplessness”. Under this same category was placed certain fears which had developed such 
as “fear of making decisions or speaking [one’s] opinion” and of fear of “anger [and] loud 
noises”. Also included are “suicidal ideation and/or multiple suicide attempts” as well as 
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“addiction to drug and/or alcohol” (Orzeck et al. 2010, 177-180). These are by no means 
exhaustive lists. In short, it is clear then from the research into adult sexual assault above, that 
sexual abuse/assault is traumatic, and, how people experience this trauma and how they deal 
with their experiences, varies greatly. 
Perhaps one of the more researched effects of sexual assault/abuse is that of post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003, 356, 358-364; Chan 2011, 
377-378; Dutton 2008, 138-139). Post-traumatic stress disorder is a “normal and not a 
pathological reaction to an abnormally stressful situation” (Flynn 2003, 28). It is expressed in 
the development of characteristic symptoms in response to a traumatic event, such as “re-
experiencing, avoidance, negative cognitions and mood, and arousal” (APA 2013).  Though 
to a lesser extent, some research includes the more complicated ‘complex’ PTSD (e.g. Flynn 
2003). Complex post-traumatic stress disorder (c-PTSD) has its own particular symptoms that 
are extensions of classic PTSD but more “characterological in nature”, or, becoming more 
individualised and connected to the character of a person/victim (Flynn 2000, 311). This 
makes such symptoms “more difficult to identify beyond classical traumatic stress symptoms” 
(Flynn 2000, 311). C-PTSD is also a condition of cumulative trauma rather than, as with 
typical PTSD, the trauma experienced from, most often, a singular shocking experience (Chu 
2010). Both, however, are responses to trauma. Flynn’s conclusions were that an 
overwhelming majority of her participants’ narratives corresponded with “the categories of 
posttraumatic and complex posttraumatic stress symptomology” (Flynn 2000, 312).  
Kennedy’s (2009) study focussed on the trauma experienced, not as PTSD or c-PTSD, 
but through “additional issues” (Kennedy 2009, 30). A smaller study of 12 victims/survivors 
of sexual abuse by Roman Catholic clerics by Farrell (2009), took a similar path. Farrell 
(2009), like Kennedy (2009) believes that in his sample of victims/survivors, PTSD “as per 
DSM-IV-TR (309.81)” did not account for the “unique trauma characteristics” not found 
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within the existing PTSD conceptual frameworks” as expressed in that document (Farrell 
2009, 39). With their approach, Farrell (2009) and Kennedy (2009, 205-227) provide an 
alternative cross-section of “additional issues” or harms and how these particularly destroy 
connections with others, but also with one’s self. These issues result particularly in many 
relational harms experienced by victims/survivors of CSMIA. 
2.9.4 Relational Harm 
Relational harm is the effect that CSMIA has on the victim’s/survivor’s relationships 
with their loved ones. It includes difficulties in developing and maintaining new relationships. 
In regards to relational harm in general sexual assault, Crome (2006, 5) lists the following: 
“divorce, infidelity, isolation and a myriad of lifestyle difficulties”. She continues with a list 
of harms/effects of sexual assault of particular relevance to males and how they relate to 
others such as “sexual orientation conflict, homophobia, male specific sexual dysfunction and 
compulsion”, as well as a fear that they, themselves may become perpetrators of sexual 
assault/abuse (Crome 2006, 5; see also Orzeck et al. 2010, 178-179). While Crome only lists 
such issues, Kennedy (2009, 205-218) has dedicated whole sections to the effects of CSMIA 
on relationships, and does so with great detail and insight.  
Kennedy (2009, 205) begins her discussion of the relationship harm produced by 
CSMIA by discussing the sense of disconnection her participants experienced resulting from 
CSMIA. Disconnection was described as a fracturing of the sense of ‘self’ which is 
necessarily based in relationships (Kennedy 2009, 205). This ‘disconnection’ from almost 
every aspect of life is, for Kennedy, the clearest way of encapsulating the range of harm done. 
CSMIA-produced harm results in disconnection from the body, from wellbeing, from joy, 
from a sense of safety, and wholeness, from relationships and connections to others (Kennedy 
2009, 205). For Kennedy (2009, 206), “this is a different approach than ‘diagnosing’ PTSD, 
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or ‘Personality Disorder’”. It is one which “recognises the inherent harm of exploitation and 
how this is amplified or mitigated over time”.  
The point made, Kennedy (2009) then elaborates in more detail, using the responses 
of her participants, and concerning the more specific, everyday expressions that disconnection 
takes. Using the different forms as sub-headings in her study, there are she shows, “Physical, 
emotional and psychological disconnections” expressed in shame, confusion, guilt and fear 
(2009, 206);  “Work and Career” issues where some lost their Church jobs or ministries, or, 
others lost their job as a result of mental health issues resulting from the CSMIA (2009, 209);  
“Disconnection in Relationships” - a breakdown in their relationship with their partners and 
families, or, being unable to establish a trust-based relationship with someone else again 
(2009, 208); and, most particular to clerical-based abuse, “Losing their Religion” along with a 
disconnection from, or at least disturbing of once safe connections with their parish 
communities (2009, 210-214). This final disconnection is a side of CSMIA also elaborately 
explained by McLaughlin (1994). As such, it is clear that the sense of disconnection 
victims/survivors of CSMIA suffered affected not only their relationships with others, but 
their relationships with themselves, their faith communities and even their work place. This 
final aspect, part of a range of practical harms, is a whole area in itself. 
2.9.5 Practical Harm 
Practical harm refers to usually later effects resulting from sexual assault/abuse. 
They mainly relate to career/job issues such as an inability to work. Such issues in turn result 
in financial stresses which can affect every aspect of life producing further harmful sequelae 
(Price, Choi and Vinokur 2002). Price et al. (2002) for example, found that: 
reduction in personal control is an important consequence of financial 
strain and elevated symptoms of depression. In the present sample of 
unemployed people, significant and strong longitudinal pathways from 
financial strain and depression to personal control were observed. Our 
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results also suggest that the loss of personal control can have adverse 
impacts on health and role and emotional functioning. (310). 
 
They went on to link such impacts on subsequent attempts to find work again and to develop a 
sense of self-worth and self-control. 
Thus, chains of adversity are clearly complex and may contain spirals 
of disadvantage that reduce the life chances of vulnerable individuals 
still further (Price et al. 2002, 310). 
 
The practical harm produced by sexual abuse has been acknowledged by the Royal 
Commission in its latest consultation paper, “Redress and Civil Litigation” (Royal 
Commission 2015a). The report affirms that, 
Survivors and survivor advocacy and support groups have told us that 
survivors have many different needs. Survivors may need assistance 
with housing, education and employment, drug and alcohol issues, 
dental issues and a range of other medical needs. What is needed 
varies considerably between individual survivors (48).  
 
What survivors have told us confirms the severe, and sometimes 
lifelong impact, that institutional child sexual abuse can have across 
all of these areas of life” (45). 
 
Flynn (2003) and Kennedy (2009) found that this is also a reality for adult victims of clerical 
sexual exploitation as well (Flynn 2003, 25, 77-78, 112-114, 135-136, 141, 163, 190, 196-
197; Kennedy 2009, 162, 205, 209-210).   
2.10 CONCLUSION 
The abuse dynamic of powerful perpetrator and vulnerable victim; the grooming 
processes involved; the confusion surrounding consent; the issues of non-disclosure; and the 
harm produced in CSMIA, pervade this under-researched form of sexual assault and 
misconduct. All these elements are also mirrored in clerical sexual abuse involving children 
(Death 2013; Doyle 2006; Doyle, Sipe and Wall 2006; Frawley-O’Dea 2007; Isley et al. 
2008; Parkinson 2013; Porter 2003; Sipe 1995; Sperry 2003; Victorian Inquiry 2013). Similar 
factors are also evident in other forms of sexual exploitation and abuse (Cloitre et al. 2002; 
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Harned 2004; Lievore 2003; Rutter 1989). As such, CSMIA needs to be included, as Kennedy 
(2009, ii) believes, on the continuum of violence against women (and men). However, 
according to most of the relevant research reviewed above, CSMIA is as yet, a greatly 
misinterpreted, unappreciated and unacknowledged form of sexual abuse. Nor does it rate 
much mention in discourses on clerical sexual abuse in general. It could be argued that one of 
the major reasons for this is under-developed language. RCC/patriarchal-based definitions of 
CSMIA, women, clerics, homosexuality, sexual activity, and, being Catholic, still describe 
and attempt to explain away CSMIA as simply morally wrong, sinful affairs between 
otherwise mutually consenting adults. However, in most cases it can be clearly shown that 
none of these words are an accurate description of what occurs. CSMIA involves 
psychologically destructive and sometimes physically violent assaults against positionally 
vulnerable and predominantly, personally vulnerable adults. Highly deceptive forms of 
grooming are used which result in deep conflicts within the victim as to whether they may 
have consented. As such, non-disclosure abounds and CSMIA, therefore, continues to be 
hidden from view. Without a fuller more accurate description becoming the norm, deep and 
lasting harm will, therefore, continue to occur. What is needed is further research beginning 
from the standpoint of victims/survivors. Like their abused-as-children counterparts before 
them, adult victims need to be simply heard, believed and taken seriously. One framework 
and methodological approach that facilitates this occurring is Feminist Standpoint Theory, the 







Chapter 3:  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
3.1 FEMINIST STANDPOINT THEORY 
Feminist Standpoint Theory (FST) has its foundations in the oppression of women 
and the corresponding suppression of their voice as a group in society. With this suppression 
there also has been in play, a subsequent suppression also, of their knowledge and version of 
reality, based on their actual experience as women (Skinner, Hester and Malos 2005, 12; 
Smith 1997, 392, 394).  As such, FST is an explicitly political as well as social epistemology. 
Its central and motivating insight is an inversion thesis: those who are subject to structures of 
domination that systemically marginalize and oppress them may, in fact, be epistemically 
privileged in some crucial respects” (Wylie 2003, 26). In other words, FST begins research 
with the voices and stories of the insiders, the body of people who have been dominated or 
oppressed, and whose standpoint has been mostly unheard. It does so because it is the 
experience of such people in particular that contains knowledge unattainable by those who are 
outside of that experience. The positions of the outsider and the insider have embedded 
within them, often conflicting perceptions of justice and knowledge (Smith 1997, 396).  
According to Jecker (2007, 165-169), traditional social control theory begins with an 
outsider positional concept of ‘ideal justice’ as taught and maintained by those in control (see 
also, Smith 1997, 396). This ‘top down’ approach dictates concepts of justice and, ipso facto, 
injustice. FST is a ‘bottom up’ approach. FST seeks to turn the traditional epistemic tables 
around. It does so by beginning with contexts and concepts of injustice embedded in the 
epistemic advantage of the experiences - i.e. the standpoint - of those who suffer such 
injustice (Jecker 2007, 165-169). Epistemic advantage is defined by Wylie (2003, 26) as a  
privilege or capacity of those who are subject to structures of 
domination that systemically marginalize and oppress them to know 
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different things, or know some things better than those who are 
comparatively privileged (socially, politically) by virtue of what they 
typically experience and how they understand their experience (2003, 
26).  
 
Accordingly, FST, utilising this ‘privilege’, seeks to “study up”, “to map the practices of 
power, the ways the dominant institutions and their conceptual frameworks create and 
maintain oppressive social relations”, including systems of knowledge attainment (Harding 
2004, 31). This studying up can also be undertaken by ‘insiders’ and this is encouraged 
(Wylie 2003, 34-39). However, the insider/researcher of such groups, then is required to have 
reflexivity, which is “the process of standing outside and gazing back to see what can be seen 
from afar” (Skinner et al 2005, 15; italics hers.). 
 Feminist Standpoint Theory was used for this thesis because the idea of “epistemic 
advantage” or “privilege” of the suppressed unheard applies well to victims/survivors of 
CSMIA (Wylie 2003, 26; 32-34). As such, Wylie’s quote above has been translated for this 
study to read:  
the “privilege” or “capacity” of victims/survivors of CSMIA who are 
subject to structures of RCC domination that systemically marginalize 
and oppress them, to know different things, or know some things 
better, than the clerics and hierarchy of the RCC, by virtue of what 
they typically experience and how they understand their experience. 
 
Incorporating the concept of epistemic advantage into the study of CSMIA “accords 
credibility and importance to the testimonies and experience of victims/survivors of CSMIA 
(Kelly and Radford 1998, 71). It also allows for the acceptance of the possibility that these 
victims/survivors have been marginalised by being “structurally defined” and “shaped by 
their location in a hierarchically structured system of power relations” (Wylie 2003, 31). 
Accordingly, as Wylie (2003, 31) asserts, FST is committed to “some form of a situated 
knowledge thesis”, an approach to knowledge which accounts for how “social location 
systematically shapes and limits what we know”.  
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Victims/survivors of CSMIA have, as a group, been “located” or, defined, by the 
power structure of the RCC, and its denominational relatives (Benson 1994, 107; Flynn 2003, 
10; Garland 2010; Kennedy 2009, 4). Such defining finds expression in such comments as 
those of Doherty and Wellspring (2007, 30) to the Australian Confraternity of Catholic 
Clergy and the National Council of Priests, advising that “bishops should find other ways of 
managing priests who have, for example, engaged in consensual sex with an adult”. It is also 
found in the anti-feminist expressions of fundamentalist preachers such as Garvan (n.d.) in 
his response to “these Baylor ladies” who undertook the Chaves and Garland (2009) study. It 
is also evident, for example, in two recent Australian news stories concerning the sexual 
activities of two RCC priests (March 2015 and Hall 2015) of CSMIA: Both priests 
proclaimed that the CSMIA was consensual. What the clerics in all these accounts desire to 
project, is that CSMIA is, for the most, about adult affairs and not about events which involve 
clerical power and people who are vulnerable (see also, Higgins 2008).  
In accord with FST, this study, therefore, chose to ask the members, not of the 
clerical class but of their victims to tell their story. The aim was to explore their ‘situated 
knowledge’ and what has been their experience of their “social location” within the 
“hierarchically structured power system” that has defined them to date (Wylie 2003, 31). This 
is the crucial concept of FST because, as Smith (1997) argues, “experience gives direct access 
to the necessarily social character of people’s worlds” (394), the “pond” in which they live 
and move (396). As Harding (2004) also explains: 
Standpoint theory articulates the importance of a group’s experience, 
of a distinctive kind of collective consciousness, which can be 
achieved through the group’s struggles to gain the kind of knowledge 
that they need for their projects (36). 
 
FST is, therefore, a theory that is based on a social scientific valuing of people’s lives, 
experience and their understanding thereof; it is a  
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“systemic formulation of a method of developing investigations of the 
social that are anchored in, although not confined by, people’s 
everyday working knowledge of the doing of their lives (Smith 1997, 
396).  
 
Belonging to a broader critical social science, FST has a realist orientation. This 
orientation states that “reality has three layers: the (observable) empirical, the (not directly 
observable) real, and the actual” (Neuman 2006, 97-98). As such, merely observing human 
behavior, (the observable empirical), does not explain the reasons for that behavior (the not 
directly observable). As May (2011) asserts:  
If researchers simply content themselves with studying everyday 
social life, such as conversations and interactions between people, this 
will distract them from an investigation of the underlying mechanisms 
which make those possible in the first instance (11).  
 
Without prior discursive knowledge or access to epistemic resources, those “underlying 
mechanisms” (the not directly observable) are also beyond the epistemological reach, and, 
therefore, the ability of marginalised people to control (Wylie 2003, 37). These are the people 
who have not been ‘fortunate’ enough to have been born male, or, married into, or, for this 
study, baptised and ordained into the “comparatively privileged” patriarchal and androcentric 
“ruling class” that have historically controlled those mechanisms (Neuman 2006, 103; Smith 
1997, 393; Wylie 2003, 26).  
By providing access to “key epistemic resources”; by giving a voice to those who 
have been marginalised and abused by hierarchies of power and belief, research may shed 
light on the structures and systems that have caused that suffering (Wylie 2003, 37). In doing 
so, those structures and systems may be more validly understood, exposed and, if applicable, 
made accountable. Accordingly, questions can then be asked about the origins of those 
mechanisms that cause and maintain marginalisation. They can also be asked as to why those 
mechanisms militate against any change, or, why they seek to make any chance of 
disengagement and/or escape from marginalisation and its processes so difficult, and even 
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appear unwise and/or undesirable. FST has a great deal to offer to the advancement of justice 
for those groups in society who are oppressed or ignored. As a theory, however, it has not 
been without its variations and criticisms, including those from within the women’s 
movement.  
3.2 CRITIQUES OF FEMINIST STANDPOINT THEORY 
One critique of Feminist Standpoint Theory is that it is vulnerable to relativism and 
failures of objectivity. Feminist standpoint theorists argue that no one can be fully objective 
(Neuman 2006, 103; Robertson 2006, 302; Westmarland 2001, para 7 and 8; Wylie 2003, 32-
33). Accordingly, objectivity should not be the main aim or focus of sociological studies. 
Those who think they can be fully objective, are simply blind to their own positions. This is 
why FST also allows for researchers to be ‘insiders’; to belong to the body of the researched. 
Instead, as Smith (1997, 396) writes, sociology should be an activity that seeks to explore the 
whole ‘pond’ of society, “to discover the shape of the pond that positions the people and their 
perspectives vis-à-vis one another”. As well, some feminist theorists have concluded that “it 
is more logical to accept our subjectivity, our emotions and our socially grounded positions 
than to assume some of us can rise above them” (Westmarland 2001, para 7, citing 
Ramazanoglu 1992, 211). 
FST overcomes relativism by accepting the reality of “a need for a measure by which 
to judge knowledge” (Westmarland 2001, para 9). This refers to the knowledge both of the 
researcher and the participant and is directly related to the need to account for the existence of 
the impossibility of complete objectivity. Accordingly, for FST, the unreality of complete 
objectivity “needs to be replaced by situated knowledge, in which the researcher recognises 
that knowledge can never be regarded as universal” (Westmarland 2001, para 9, citing 
Haraway 1991, 198). Inherent in this statement is that FST also realises that no individual’s 
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knowledge can ever be complete which also reduces any implications of normativity. What it 
does claim, though, is that individuals within an oppressed or marginalised group especially, 
“may know different things and know them better” by belonging to that group (Wylie 2003, 
26). This individual/group knowledge is about their reality and always in relation to their 
belonging to the group and its position within oppressive social structures and power 
imbalances. With this epistemic advantage, their individual/collective knowledge has the 
capacity to inform society in ‘better’ or ‘different’ ways regarding their plight, produced by 
their oppression and marginalisation. As well, and perhaps most importantly, FST seeks to 
contribute to the struggle for justice and a greater level of human rights owed to such people 
and groups and which have hitherto been withheld.  
In the end, FST really is about a researcher, trying to make sense of people, trying to 
make sense of their experiences. FST also encourages researching group reality, usually by a 
member of that group (Skinner et al. 2005, 13). As such, discussions about relativism and 
subjectivity/objectivity do need to be part of theoretical discourses concerning FST 
approaches to research. However, in the end, arguments concerning FST being too subjective 
or leading to relativism are of secondary importance. What is crucial however, is an 
awareness in the researcher, of the possibility of subjectivity and relativism.  
3.3 CONCLUSION 
FST is a theory of knowledge that reverses positivist epistemologies by 
foregrounding the knowledge of, not those in institutions of power and privilege, but those 
who have too often been the collateral damage of those institutions and of their desire to cling 
to their power and privilege. Historically, ‘top-down’ approaches to research have been the 
usual approach (Smith 1997, 394). This approach effectively replicates interests rooted in 
agendas supportive of male power, wealth and prestige. FST allows for deeper access to the 
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‘what’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the experiences of the rarely heard or believed women and men 





















Chapter 4:  METHODOLOGY 
This study used an anonymous online survey comprised of closed and open-ended 
questions to investigate survivors’ experiences of CSMIA. The study was conducted using the 
Qualtrics platform8. Qualtrics was a useful tool for creating the survey interface and providing 
descriptive quantitative statistics about my sample in regards to the closed ended questions. 
Themes emerging in the qualitative data were grouped/coded, using NVivo 10. 
4.1 SAMPLING STRATEGY 
This study used a convenience sample due to the difficulty of identifying a random 
sample of the target population. The people recruited were those who had experienced any 
form of clerical sexual misconduct as adults. In order to recruit respondents, on the 28th 
October, 2013, an invitation to participate was posted via Facebook and Twitter. A request 
for assistance in promoting the invitation was also emailed to a large number of 
organisations, including those within the Australian Roman Catholic Church, known to be 
involved with women and men who may have been victims/survivors of CSMIA. No RCC 
organisation chose to do so for varying reasons. Two organisations, however, did advertise 
the survey; Survivor Network of those Abused by Priests (SNAP Australia) and Living Well, 
an Anglican-based support group for men who have been the victims of sexual assault. Both 
these groups provided a link9 10 to the general invitation to participate. A link to participate 
also appeared in an article about CSMIA that I wrote entitled, “Knowing the unknowns of 
                                                 
 




Clerical sexual misconduct” (de Weger 2013). This article appeared in the online Catholic 
magazine Eureka Street 11 on the 26th November 2013.  
4.2 THE SURVEY 
While respondents may have experienced CSMIA with more than one cleric, the 
survey asked respondents to choose only one cleric for their survey responses; the one that 
had had the most effect on their lives. The survey included 118 questions divided into the 
following sections:  
 Demographics and family history - (23 questions); 
 Childhood sexual abuse - (2 questions); 
 Other experiences of CSMIA - (4 questions); 
 Experience of CSMIA questions for this survey– (31 questions); 
 Disclosure and/or Official Reporting – (31 questions); 
 Effects of misconduct and how dealt with. Counselling and/or therapy – (16 
questions) 
 Final comments – (11 questions which included 9 free response questions). 
 
Respondents were only obliged to answer the first four questions of the survey. All other 
questions could be skipped if desired. The survey itself also automatically skipped questions 
and whole sections deemed irrelevant for the respondent, based on their responses to the 
previous questions. Most questions were multiple-choice in format and most of these allowed 
respondents to select more than one response. If the respondent wished to add more 
comments, a space for open ended responses was provided. The choice of ‘other’ was 
included in almost all relevant responses with the opportunity to specify should they so wish. 
The survey took from a half an hour to one and a half hours depending on the questions 




answered and whether the respondents chose to add their own written accounts. Completed 
surveys are stored confidentially within a password protected file.  
The questions were adapted from a previous study by Death (2014). Death’s study 
concerned childhood sexual abuse by clerics and church personnel. Her survey was developed 
with the cooperation of victims/survivors (Death 2014, 8), itself a form of empowering 
victims/survivors, and, valuing their experiences, both vital aspects of feminist research 
theory (Skinner et al. 2005, 10).  
4.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Due to the highly personal, confidential and sensitive nature of the subject matter of 
this survey, ethical clearance was obtained from QUT. The survey provided respondent 
anonymity. This anonymity was enhanced by the requirement that respondents not identify 
places and/or people which might compromise that anonymity.  
Another ethical consideration was the possibility of re-traumatising victims due to 
inclusion of detailed questions about their abuse. However, research indicates that survivors 
overwhelmingly state that the benefits of participation in research about their experiences of 
abuse outweigh the drawbacks (Flynn 2000, ix; Isley 1996, 452-453; Rojas and Kinder 2007; 
Salter 2013). However, to assist respondents with any possible re-traumatisation, contact 
numbers and websites were provided should they have felt the need for support.  
4.4 VALIDITY 
The validity of this study is derived from the foregrounding of respondents’ voices. 
It is enhanced by triangulation with the extant research findings discussed in the literature 
review.   
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4.5 LIMITATIONS 
This study has a few key limitations. First, an online survey requires access to a 
computer and the internet, thereby excluding anyone without these. Second, many adults may 
have issues with English language literacy. Since my study was only available in English, 
these people would have been excluded from participation. Third, as an exploratory study of a 
convenience sample, my findings are predominantly descriptive rather than generalised.  
Finally, since many people who have experienced CSMIA do not label their experiences as 
abusive or the like, such people would not complete a survey such as this one. Results and 
conclusions should be treated with these limitations in mind. In the next chapter, the main 



















The following four chapters present the findings of this survey into CSMIA within 
the Australian RCC (with 2 exceptions) to which 29 people responded. Firstly, Chapter 5 
presents demographic and contextual information on the sample of respondents; offender 
characteristics; and the types of CSMIA experienced. Chapters 6 - 8 discuss the results of the 
survey under the three major themes which emerged after the coding and analysis thereof - 
Language, Power and Vulnerability, and Harm. Only pseudonyms are used throughout. 
 
Chapter 5:  THE RESPONDENTS 
5.1 DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
Thirty-two people responded to the survey. However, only 29 of these went on to 
complete the questionnaire. Of the other 3, 2 answered ‘No’ in regards to being 18 years old 
or over at the time of the CSMIA and 1 in regards to giving permission for their contribution 
to be included in any possible publication of the findings. The number of respondents for 
each question then varied from 11 to 29 - some respondents skipping items due to them not 
being applicable, or, by choice. Of the sample, 23 respondents were women and 6 were men. 
The age of respondents ranged from 35 to 82, with a mean age of 61.7 for women and 60.8 
for men. Sixty-nine percent of respondents were born in Australia. Other respondents were 
born predominantly in Europe, all of these now living in Australia. One woman was born and 
lives in the USA and another in South Africa. Eighty-three percent identified as heterosexual 
(21 women and 3 men). Two men identified as gay and one identified as undecided. One 
woman identified as bi-sexual. Eighty-eight percent of the sample had a university degree. At 
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the time of the survey, 33% (8 women and 1 man) of respondents were married and 11% (3 
men) in a de-facto relationship at the time they completed the survey. Fifteen percent (4 
women) were widowed; and 18 % (4 women and 1 man) were divorced and 7% (1 woman 
and 1 man) separated. Eleven percent (3 women) were single/never married while 4% (1) was 
a Religious Sister. At the time of the survey, 57% (16) of respondents reported being 
‘committed’ or ‘very strongly committed’ to some form of religious belief, with Roman 
Catholicism the most common belief system.  
 
5.2 RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS AT THE TIME OF MISCONDUCT 
The age of all respondents at the onset of CSMIA ranged from 18 to 67, with a mean 
of 29.65 years of age. For the female respondents, the age range was from 18 - 67 with a 
mean of 29.8; for men the age range was from 18 - 27 with the mean being 21.  
As to the sexuality of the respondents at the time of the CSMIA, 83% (17 women 
and 3 men) identified as heterosexual. Of the other 17%, one woman identified as ‘lesbian’; 
one man as gay; and one man and one woman as ‘undecided’. For only the one woman and 
man who were ‘undecided’ at the time, was sexual identity discussed in their qualitative data 
as a direct issue in regards to the CSMIA itself. These cases will be discussed in Chapter 7.  
At the time of CSMIA onset, 56% (8 women and 5 men) of respondents selected 
‘single/never married’ when the CSMIA occurred. Of these, 2 women were in a Religious 
Order. Another 13% (1 woman and 2 men) also stated elsewhere that they were in a Religious 
Order at the time. Thirty-one percent (4 women) were married; 9% (2 women) were 
single/divorced; 1 woman was widowed and another woman, single/separated.  
At the time of the CSMIA, 76% (21) reported being ‘committed’ or ‘very strongly 
committed’ to some form of religious belief, with Roman Catholicism eliciting a 71% (19) 
response as such. At the time of the CSMIA, while all the events occurred or began within the 
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context of Roman Catholic Church life, just over 52% (10 women and 2 men) were also in 
the paid or volunteer employment of the RCC, or they were living/studying within its 
formational and/or parish structure. These were given as: 
 Member of religious order, working as a teacher 
 Teaching in Catholic School 
 Parish secretary  
 Parish housekeeper and office assistant for a priest not the offender 
 Postulant in (order withheld by author) (male) 
 Parish Eucharistic minister, reader, Catholic Church organisation 
 Nurse in a Catholic hospital 
 Parish pastoral care 
 Student teacher at Institute of Catholic Education 
 Member of a female religious order - teaching and social work 
 College student services for diocesan college 
 Student [Religious] (male).  
 
While no direct statistics were given, direct involvement within the church structures in some 
way was also found to be a common theme in the findings of Flynn (2000, 263-266), while 
Kennedy (2009, 96) gives the figure of at least 13% as those who were in either direct 
employment of the church or studying within its structures. Both Flynn (2003) and Kennedy 
(2009) present many examples throughout their studies of the victimisation of women 
working within the structure of the churches. Chibnall et al’s (1998) study of nuns also 
presents data on the experiences of abuse of nuns within the RCC. Cozzens (2002, 60-61) 
also presents accounts of the clerical abuse of nuns in Africa. 
5.3 OFFENDER CHARACTERISTICS 
Ninety-six percent of offenders (26), in this study were male and one was female.  
Ninety-two percent or 24 offenders were priests, 13 of these being diocesan priests and 11, 
Religious Order priests. This was a similar ratio to that of Byrne’s study (2010, 46). Of the 
other two men, one was a Brother and the other’s clerical status was unknown and given only 
as ‘chaplain’. 
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5.4 RELATIONSHIP WITH OFFENDER 
The clerics in all CSMIA events reported by respondents were known to the 
victims/survivors. Eighty-five percent (17) reported they knew the offender: Twelve said they 
knew them ‘very well’, and 5, ‘fairly well’ (see Figure 5.1). Figure 5.1 outlines more 
specifically the kinds of relationships that existed with offending clerics. 
0 2 4 6 8 10 12
Other. Please specify.
He was our parish priest.
They were a family friend.
I went to him/her for counselling.
S/he was recommended to me.
S/he was a chaplain of a group I was involved
with.
We were friends.
We lived in the same religious community.
S/he was my religious superior.
Female Male
 
Figure 5.1: Relationship with cleric at the time of CSMIA (n=25) 
 
Responses under ‘other’ consisted of various titles of the clerics such as ‘lecturer’, ‘employer’ 
and ‘assistant priest’. All but one male respondent reported a subordinate relationship to the 
offender, not just psychologically but often hierarchically within the RCC as well. For 
example, 
Extremely powerful and highly respected within the order. I was in 
awe of him (James). 
He was a Brother Superior of the community and Novice Master and 
my spiritual guide. He controlled my life there (Scott). 
She was the Mother Superior of the community in which I lived 
(Maria). 
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An imbalance of power is clear in all these cases. This was but one characteristic of CSMIA. 
5.5 CHARACTERISTICS OF CLERICAL SEXUAL MISCONDUCT INVOLVING 
ADULTS 
 
5.5.1 Years when the misconduct occurred 
Most of the CSMIA reported by respondents was historical, taking place between 
1950 and 2005 (see Figure 5.2). Five women reported more recent CSMIA (since 2010) and 2 
women said it was still occurring.  
 
Figure 5.2: Year/s when CSMIA occurred  
(n=26 - respondents were able to select more than one-time period) 
5.5.2 Age at first experience 
In regards to age at CSMIA onset, the largest number of respondents (42% - 7 
women and 4 men), were in the first five-year increment of 18-23 (Figure 5.3). Two women 
believed the cleric waited until they reached the age of 18 before the cleric chose to act out 
sexually. Similar cases were also recorded by Kennedy (2009, 297). 
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Figure 5.3: Age at time of first experience of CSMIA; in 5 year increments (n=26) 
Another 15% (4 respondents; 3 women and 1 man) fell within the second five-year increment 
of 24-29 years of age. No men counted amongst the remaining older age groups. Whether this 
has to do with fewer older men being sexually exploited is unknown. The majority of 
remaining 9 women (35% of respondents) were aged between 30 and 41 at the time of 
CSMIA onset. For the 2 remaining women for whom the CSMIA began in later adulthood (at 
62 and 67 years of age) the CSMIA is still occurring: One is a relationship with the cleric but 
now minus the sexual activity; the other involves sexual harassment in the work place. 
5.5.3 Descriptions of the misconduct experienced 
The types of sexual abuse reported in this study included most acts of a sexual nature 
from attempts at seduction and sexual harassment, to genital sexual intercourse. These acts 
are shown in Figure 5.4 arranged as a continuum based on legal interpretations of seriousness. 
However, this given continuum does not in any way qualify the level of distress or harm 
caused to or felt by victims (Lievore 2003, 11).  Respondents were free to select more than 
one type of event.  
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0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16
Other
Vaginal penetration with their penis
Vaginal penetration with finger/s
They got me to perform oral sex on them
They performed oral sex on me
They got me to masturbate them
They masturbated me
They got me to masturbate in front of them
They masturbated in front of me
They touched my genitals inside of my
clothing
They touched my genitals outside of my
clothing
They touched my breasts inside of my
clothing
They touched my breasts outside of my
clothing
Sensual touching of my body
Kissing on the mouth
We watched pornography together
Lewd and suggestive talk
Tried to seduce me
Total Female Male
 
Figure 5.4: Types of abuse (n=23) 
The actual sexual activities in Figure 5.4 have been broken up below into two 
categories: ‘non-physical sexual abuse’ - activities not including physical contact, and, 
‘physical sexual abuse’ - activities that did include physical contact. This has been done in 
order to analyse all the varied activities according to common perceptions of seriousness. 
Common perception is based as much on legislation as it is on cultural norms. However, as 
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Lievore (2003, 11) points out, these ‘lesser serious’ categories never the less generate much 
distress and harm, regardless of laws or norms (see also French et al. 2014, 1113). 
Furthermore, many of these ‘less serious’ forms of CSMIA did escalate into ‘more serious’ 
expressions. The harms produced by CSMIA shall be discussed in Chapter 7. 
5.5.3.1 Non-Physical Sexual Abuse 
The non-physical acts selected were: ‘We watched pornography together’ (2 
women); ‘Lewd and suggestive talk’ (5 women and 1 man); ‘Tried to seduce me’ (7 women 
and 1 man). Under the ‘Other’ category two statements were given. They were: ‘suggestive 
sexual conversation’ and ‘rang me at work and started heavy breathing’. For 3 of the female 
respondents, but no male respondents, the non-physical CSMIA never developed into 
physical contact. The main reason for this was that the women involved did not allow this to 
happen (Flynn 2003, 165). Consistent with Flynn’s (2003) findings, what is also interesting, 
and important to note, is that for each of these 3 women, the non-physical contact was 
unexpected and did not involve any grooming as such. The form of CSMIA for the three 
women above, generally speaking, was that of sexual harassment. Carol’s comment below is 
an example:  
You are immature to think that your secretary finds you an attractive 
proposition. Offering large sums of money, in this case over $10,000 
for holidays etc. along with letters/poems proclaiming love are not 
what one expects from a parish priest, if parishioners knew they 
would be appalled by your behaviour. You know I need my job 
desperately and you tried to exploit my vulnerability as a single 
struggling parent - you are a pathetic little man (Carol).  
 
While examples of psychological and emotional abuse were also evident throughout the 
responses, no one stated overtly that this form of abuse was all they had experienced.  
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5.5.3.2 Physical Sexual Abuse 
In regards to physical sexual abuse, 65% (11 women and 4 men) reported ‘sensual 
touching of my body’; 60% (12 women and 2 men) reported ‘kissing on the mouth’; 39% (9 
women) reported ‘they touched my breasts outside my clothing’ and the same number again 
‘inside my clothing’. For most of the respondents who included ‘non-genital’ responses in 
their descriptions of CSMIA, the CSMIA did progress to ‘genital’ in some form. Thirty 
percent (4 women and 2 men) reported that the cleric ‘touched my genitals outside their 
clothing while another 39% (7 women and 2 men) stated that the cleric ‘touched their genitals 
inside their clothing’; 83% (16 women and 4 men) reported masturbation either by or of the 
cleric (see Figure 5.4); 39% (8 women and 1 man) reported oral sex; and 26% (6 women) 
reported digital penetration of the vagina. Thirteen percent (3 women) also reported ‘vaginal 
penetration with the penis’.  
Some elements of physical force associated with sexual activities were reported by 
three respondents with terms such as being “grabbed” (Judy), “forced” (James) and some pain 
involved in sexual activities due to a physical disability (Ann). However, only two men (Scott 
and Andy) specifically reported physical abuse but without any further qualification. For 
Scott, physical abuse also involved physical restraint while being sexually abused. While the 
results of this study, apart from those above, present cases of aggressive CSMIA, none 
reported their CSMIA as rape; however, Kennedy (2009, 231) and Garland and Argueta 
(2010, 10) do include a number of such cases. 
5.5.4 Frequency  
Figure 5.5 gives some indication as to the frequency of the CSMIA incidents. 
Participants were not asked to provide a specific number of incidents as this would be an 
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impossibility for most, except for those where the CSMIA was a single incident or a few 
incidents in a short time span.  
 
Figure 5.5: Frequency of CSMIA events (n=26) 
 
Figure 5.6 also shows the results for the time spans over which the CSMIA occurred: 
 
 
Figure 5.6: Duration of CSMIA (n=21) 
 
Figures 5.5 and 5.6 indicate that there were three main types of CSMIA reported in the 
survey: Single incident, intermittent incident, and multiple incident CSMIA.  
5.5.4.1 Single Incident CSMIA 
Twenty-three percent (4 women and 1 man) of respondents reported the CSMIA as a 
single incident.  For the 4 female respondents the event was considered completely 
unacceptable and stopped by them. Two respondents explained it thus:  
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I asked him to stop….  As this was the only occasion I would accept 
his behaviour was perhaps due to extreme grief & was suffering 
complete loneness (sic) (Jessica).  
I just said “No”……. I think the episode was a once only accident of 
arousal as far as I was concerned……. Those in authority in his 
religious community knew of his difficulties. They related to celibacy 
and an affair overseas…... He was a needy person with needs with 
which I could help a little. At the time I was a nondenominational 
chaplain at a Public Hospital (Margaret).  
 
As for the male respondent (Joe), there was not enough information to make any such 
conclusions. What is known is that the CSMIA was not sudden but in the context of a newly 
developing friendship between the cleric and Joe. 
5.5.4.2 Intermittent Incident CSMIA 
Intermittent incident CSMIA here refers to the ‘occasional incidents’ as shown in 
Figure 5:5. For 19% (3 women and 2 men) the CSMIA fell onto this category whether those 
incidents occurred within or over a 12-month duration. 
5.5.4.3 Multiple Incident CSMIA 
For the majority (61%; 14 women and 2 men), the CSMIA involved multiple 
incidents over varying periods of time. As shall be discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, one of the 
main reasons for the CSMIA becoming multiple, and extended over long periods of time, is 
the osmotic growth of fear, confusion and shame experienced by the victims and the 
imposition of secrecy - the entrapment phase (Flynn 2003, 25, 32-33; Kennedy 2009 134-
142). 
5.5.5 Reasons the misconduct ended 
Figure 5.7 reports the reasons the CSMIA ended.  
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Figure 5.7: Reasons why CSMIA stopped (n=23) 
 
The CSMIA was ended by the victim in 61% (10 women and 4 men) of cases. In one case 
only (Ann’s) was the CSMIA ended by the cleric. In 6% or two cases the CSMIA stopped 
when the offender died. The other 29% of CSMIA cases were stopped by the intervention of 
someone from the RCC as in Agnes’s and James’ case: 
The cleric was transferred. He told the Bishop and when I came to the 
presbytery; they called a doctor who had me scheduled (Agnes). 
 
I was told by the Cleric’s superior, the Superior General, that I had to 
go home and had a day to pack and leave (James). 
 
5.6 CONCLUSION 
Consistent with other types of abusive relationships, the CSMIA revealed in this 
survey took on many forms, often for the same victim (French et al. 2014; Lievore 2005; 
Lievore 2003, 7-9; Preble and Groth 2002; Steele 2013). These forms included physical and 
emotional but predominantly sexual abuse. To initiate the CSMIA, clerics employed a variety 
of tactics. Some CSMIA was opportunistic; most appeared to involve obvious planning, 
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targeting and grooming. In regards to the latter, the element of youthful age was an important 
variable as was the existence of personal issues. All respondents reported that the abuse was 
perpetrated by a cleric they knew. The high percentage of victims knowing their abuser is 
consistent with the research on other types of sexual abuse of adults (Carlson et al. 2006; 
Freyd et al. 2005; Garrett 2010; Salmelainen and Coumarelos 1993, 7; Steele 2013, 69, 75; 
and Wang 2011). As has also been found in other studies, such relational aspects of the abuse 
can make it more difficult for survivors to define or name the unwanted sexual experiences, 
especially when it was less physically aggressive and more gently seductive, or involved 
careful manipulation and grooming (Fisher et al. 2003, 553; Freyd et al. 2005, 84; Kahn et al. 
2003, 238, 240). Other studies also described the difficulties victims had in responding to or 
disclosing the event/s, usually as a result of grooming-caused confusion, and ‘closeness’ to 
the perpetrator (Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003, 356-357; Carlson et al. 23; Freyd et al. 
2005, 84; Connolly and Read 2006, 427; Kluft 2010, 53-54). This was also the case for most 
of the respondents in this study. The next three chapters will take up the three major themes 
that emerged out of the respondents’ experiences of abuse, themes which may also offer 
possible explanations as to why all the above issues existed for victims/survivors. Those 






Chapter 6:  LANGUAGE 
Taking a new step, uttering a new word, is what people most fear. 
                                                                                  Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-1881) 
 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
Human beings need language for the transmission of culture (Carruthers 2002, 717). 
This chapter will analyse how language influences the overall comprehension of, and 
discourse concerning CSMIA. It will do so by analysing the language used by the respondents 
to describe their experience/s of CSMIA in conjunction with the language of the culture of the 
Roman Catholic Church and society as a whole. This was done to explore which discursive 
definitions, if any, were dominant, and, who owned them. 
The issue of definitional ownership in regards to sexual assault was already being 
recognised twenty years ago when Kelly and Radford (1998, 71) concluded: “All attempts to 
create change involve questioning who decides “what counts” as victimization and who 
defines its meaning and seriousness”. Should the language of violence and sexual assault 
against women, including CSMIA, be primarily based on institutional definitions thereof or, 
the experiences of victims? As mentioned previously, for Kelly and Radford, the decision as 
to ‘what counts’, needs to at least incorporate “the creation of a climate in which testimony 
and experience of women and girls are accorded credibility and importance” (Kelly and 
Radford 1998, 71). Based on the results of this survey, in regards to CSMIA in the Australian 
RCC, this ‘according’ has not been the case.  
As discussed in the literature review, this lack of clear definitions is also a troubling 
reality in other areas of sexual assault and intimate partner violence. Commonly shared or 
clear definitions not only of domestic violence (Queensland Government 2015, 159), but also, 
for example, of rape and consent, still do not exist or are inconsistent (Fileborn 2011). In their 
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research, Kennedy (2009), Flynn (2003), Garland and Argueta (2010); Garland (2010) and 
Byrne (2010) realised this to be a major issue for the Christian churches and CSMIA as well. 
It is a major issue because “The way a problem is defined determines the response to it and 
shapes efforts to intervene and prevent abuse” (Flynn 2003, 10; see also Byrne 2010, 2; 
Kennedy 2009, 37-41).  
When analysing the data, what became just as apparent was not simply the lack of a 
clear definition of CSMIA but, consistent with Fortune (1989), Flynn (2003), Garland (2010) 
and Kennedy (2009) as well as Byrne (2010), the existence of false but pervasive one - that 
CSMIA is merely ‘an affair between mutually consenting adults’ (Chaves and Garland 2009, 
818; Flynn 2003, 4, 10, 13-14, 124, 153, 167, 185, 189); Fogler et al. 2008a, 305, 341, 348; 
Kennedy 2009, 1-4, 9-13, 35-39, 46-47, 142-144). Two studies into CSMIA reviewed here 
have themselves even adopted the term ‘affair’ to describe CSMIA (Fones et al. 1999, 184; 
Irons and Laaser 1994, 127).12 The permeation of this ‘affair’ perception has also resulted in 
many victims/survivors also absorbing this definition of CSMIA. But not all did. So, of 
particular importance is why the respondents chose the diversity of definitions they did.  
6.2 DEFINITIONAL CONFUSION / DIVERSITY  
When paralleled, the data as presented by the respondents of this survey, and the 
literature reviewed for this study, a theme of confusion or inner conflict on behalf of 
victims/survivors of CSMIA could be clearly observed. In turn, according to Flynn (2003, 
11), this confusion or inner conflict could be directly related to the lack of a concise and 
accurate naming of CSMIA, particularly one which allows for “a strong principle of 
accountability” (Kennedy 2009, 37):  
                                                 
 
12 It is interesting that these are both earlier studies, by men, and, focussing on clergy. 
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I did not recognise that it was sexual abuse. I was shocked and 
confused. I handled it the best way I could at the time. It wasn’t till 
about 28 years later that I realised it was sexual abuse or sexual 
assault (Judy). 
 
I felt undeserving of the right to go to the police and expect anything. 
In my heart I knew I had been abused and yet my head and everyone 
else around me were giving me mixed messages (Edith). 
 
Victims/survivors such as Judy and Edith knew ‘something’ was wrong. However, it is clear 
that they were unsure as to exactly why they felt this way. Consistent with other studies, for 
the most, this confusion was often fertilised by the cleric’s definitions of what was occurring 
as ‘not wrong’ and even ‘countenanced by God’  (Byrne 2010, 53; Flynn 2003, 119, 158, 160, 
169; Garland and Argueta 2010, 21; Kennedy 2009, 112-116, 210-211)13. Many 
victims/survivors in this study found it difficult to clearly understand and articulate what had 
occurred at the time of the events, and/or, who to ‘blame’ for their experience/s. Some stated 
that their confusion was exacerbated by the secrecy of the CSMIA and, therefore, having no 
one to discuss the events with: 
I was in total confusion the whole time. His behaviour vacillated 
between extremes constantly and I had no one to talk to about this 
because it was and had to be a SECRET (Winnie; emphasis hers).  
 
As the following respondent expresses, others stated that apart from the cleric, the only 
yardstick by which to measure their experiences was that presented by their family or friends: 
After about six years I stopped the conflict inside of myself and was 
able to share with a friend that I had been involved in a relationship 
where there had been sexual abuse. With the realisation of what had 
happened I told my family. I found it difficult to overcome my 
feelings of shame especially when it was reinforced by some members 
who understandably struggled with the knowledge that I was an adult 
(Edith).  
 
According to victim/survivor self-description in this survey, this inner conflict revolved  
                                                 
 
13 See also Chapter 7, Figure 7.3 
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around beliefs that it must be somehow they, the victim, who was to blame. As Edith above 
expresses, this self-blame was so often connected with their ‘adult’ age and the belief that 
they really were “old enough to have said no” (Fogler et al. 2008a, 348-349; see also Byrne 
2010, 44). However, also recognised or sensed was that what the CSMIA victims had 
experienced was not a simple issue to comprehend:  
I struggled to perceive how I had been unable to prevent this from 
happening and I judged myself harshly. As well as myself, others 
around me also seemed to have little understanding of the dynamics 
of power that were operating in that situation. When I listened to and 
read about the stories of clergy abuse of children I found many 
similarities with my own situation (Edith). 
 
As well as age-related self-blame, others believed that they had been perhaps weak, immoral 
or defective in some way (Flynn 2003, 159):  
I began to convince myself that it was all my fault, that I was guilty, 
that I was not in command of my senses and did not know what I was 
doing, began to doubt my sanity (Maria). 
 
In a vacuum of clear alternative definitions of CSMIA, including legal ones, there are few 
logical conclusions open to abused adults other than they must have somehow been at fault 
(Kennedy 2009, 142-148). This is particularly the case with CSMIA that is cushioned with 
the confusing complexities of clerical protestations of ‘love’ and ‘spirituality’ (Kennedy 
2009, 142, 39). As Edith tried to explain: 
I felt really weird about this because his very asking meant that it was 
a holy thing; I just felt exposed and quite embarrassed. I did what he 
had been encouraging me to do and that was to get out of my head and 
to trust because I had nothing to be embarrassed about in front of God 
and that this would only be another affirmation of how God saw me 
and loved and accepted me, so I let him (Edith). 
 
Edith’s example here expresses also, and especially, the inner conflict in regards to consent in 
such an unusual context. Here she believes she ‘let him’ have his way sexually. However, as 
Kennedy (2009, 131) has explained, such ‘letting’ in such a context, can never be seen as 
consent.  
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As such, arriving at a clear and concise definition of what occurred is of particular 
importance in CSMIA; so many of the cases are results of such subtle manipulation and 
grooming most often resulting in such self-blame. As Fisher et al. (2003, 567-568) explain, 
perhaps if the unwanted sexual experiences had been more overtly sudden and/or violent, a 
more criminal comprehension may have been more forthcoming and self-blame less likely to 
occur. Fisher et al. (2003, 536) show how sexual assault not involving violent or forceful 
power, dupes victims into misinterpreting where the responsibility for subtler sexual assaults 
lay: “victims were engaging in self-blame or were not aware that coercive sex with people 
they knew was legally a crime”. Only 2 of the respondents in this study later viewed what had 
happened to them as a crime, but none at the time of the event/s.  
Flynn (2003), Kennedy (2009), Garland (2010) and Byrne (2010) all show, when the 
dynamics of power and vulnerability are included, a new language with which 
victims/survivors can define their experiences can and does emerge, in time. Similar 
conclusions were reached in regards to ‘secular’ sexual crimes (Fisher et al. 2003, 568; Gavey 
1999, 66, 71). For all those who have researched CSMIA as well, this more ‘accurate’ 
defining or naming of CSMIA is crucial (Flynn 2003, 10-15; Fortune 1989, 121; Garland 
2010; Kennedy 2009, 4, 142-146; Peterson 1992, 74-76; Rutter 1989, 22-27). As Rutter 
(1989) explains:  
Identifying a mode of behaviour by giving it a name with negative 
connotations is one of the earliest signs that some members of a 
society are beginning to challenge the acceptance of that 
behaviour……It is impossible to pass a law against something that 
you cannot name (23). 
 
In regards to the respondents in this survey, there was much confusion and diversity in 
regards to the naming of their CSMIA. While many years later, most included a growing 
sense that what they had experienced did have “negative connotations” (Rutter 1989, 23), this 
was not always the case, especially in the times closer to the actual events. The changes in 
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perception of what had occurred and why those changes occurred, is of particular importance 
to the issue of language. What did emerge in the data relating to time spans was either a 
somewhat blurred perception of the CSMIA as either ‘an affair’ when closer to the event, or, 
and mostly in hindsight many years later, of the CSMIA being ‘an abuse’ of some form. 
These two perceptions will, accordingly, be analysed and discussed separately. Firstly, 
however, all the given responses shall be discussed and analysed.   
6.3 HOW RESPONDENTS NAMED THE MISCONDUCT 
In order to explore the many issues surrounding naming and language concerned 
with CSMIA, one of the first questions in this survey was: Which of the following terms 
would you choose to best describe your experience? The selections are shown in Figure 6.1: 
 
Figure 6.1: Survivor naming of CSMIA n=29) 
The answers given for ‘Other’ which named the CSMIA in some way were:  
Sexual grooming on several occasions and physical abuse on others 
(Andy). 
I would also call it sexual misconduct (Judy). 
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According to the responses, there was no, one clear “discursive definition” or overall 
consistent “framing” of what had occurred in the lives of the respondents – certainly, and 
most importantly, not at the time when the CSMIA was occurring. In regards to the naming of 
CSMIA by official church bodies, there is also much confusion or at least diversity. This is 
made very clear in Kennedy’s table of terminology (see Kennedy 2009, 39 - Table 2.4). 
However, one aspect of most of these church definitions of CSMIA is that they are not 
particularly ‘victim-friendly’. With all these enormous variations of even church’s definitions, 
it is little wonder that victims/survivors are confused. Most importantly, what victims have to 
also contend with is the fact that definitions of clerics are somewhat static - they are holy, 
spiritual men of God - while the victim is the one who needs to adjust their perceptions and 
thinking about themselves according to that static definition. As Edith explains: 
I felt intimidated by this person [a priest and leader of his order] 
because I felt that I was in no position to doubt him and that my doubt 
was a lack of faith (Edith). 
 
I feel special to be loved by such a holy man. But I also feel very 
guilty and dirty for having sex with a priest (Winnie). 
 
As for Winnie, what came through in the accounts of most respondents was that the key 
factor for them was the sexual nature of the events. As such, their perceptions of CSMIA 
were also deeply influenced by RCC definitions and teachings which allow sex only within 
marriage (CCCd14). As Ann simply stated, reflecting most respondents here: 
I believed that you did not have sex outside of marriage (Ann). 
 
                                                 
 
14 2352 "The deliberate use of the sexual faculty, for whatever reason, outside of marriage is essentially contrary 
to its purpose." For here sexual pleasure is sought outside of "the sexual relationship which is demanded by 
the moral order and in which the total meaning of mutual self-giving and human procreation in the context of 
true love is achieved." 
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What made the misconduct even more confusing for the victims was that such ‘forbidden’ 
sexual activities were being promoted by and performed by, or with, a cleric of a Church 
promoting and requiring sexual purity: 
 [The sexual abuse] was very confusing. He was a Brother of high 
standing and respect. I just trusted him but felt uncomfortable too 
(James). 
 
I was a prospective cleric / monk / priest. I had no idea what [the 
sexual activities] meant. He [the novice master] insisted that this was 
something I had to learn and that he had to teach me (Scott). 
 
Sexual activity between unmarried people; let alone one adult being a cleric; let alone with a 
member of the same sex; let alone with someone other than your spouse; were all forbidden 
by the RCC and yet, here were clerics saying or acting in a way that suggested that such 
sexual activity was acceptable. Only powerful people manipulating vulnerable others can 
achieve such abusive behaviour. It is little wonder then that real confusion existed as to how 
to name, understand and cope with CSMIA. 
The choices given for ‘Other’ in the question above was an opportunity for 
victims/survivors to name the CSMIA in whatever way respondents wanted. This included 
the chance to name it in legal terms or in a framework of a “professional issue of misuse of 
power and authority” (Fortune 1989, 101; 42), “an exploitation of vulnerability” (Fortune 
1989, 37), and “a gross violation of ethics” (Fortune 1989, 37) (see also Peterson (1992, 178-
179); Rutter (1989, 27-28, 205); and Shupe (1995, 27-29). None chose to name their CSMIA 
as such under ‘other’15. However, throughout the written responses, there was evidence that 
there had emerged, over time, some perception that what had occurred fitted clearly into the 
categories of “abuse of power and authority” (see also Flynn 2003, 11). This change of  
                                                 
 
15 Criminal and/or power definitions could have been included in the given selection. However, the written 
responses allowed for the inclusion of such definitions, and as the discussion will show, this was indeed the 
case. 
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perception became particularly evident at the end of the survey when respondents were asked 
if they wished to add anything about their CSMIA experience.  For example, the following 2 
respondents had this to add: 
Unfortunately, clergy have for too long abused power which has 
unfortunately been given them by people of the community and 
soaked up like a sponge by the clergy. Being tricked or forced into 
sexual activity of any kind is just not on (James). 
 
It is the most horrendous abuse of power and authority and they do not 
realise the crippling impact on victims and their families (Wendy). 
 
For many then, with time, came a broader, deeper, more objective and holistic perception and 
understanding as to what had occurred. 
One further probable reason for the inconsistent discursive definitions in this survey 
is that some respondents were in different stages of the CSMIA cycle. For one respondent 
(Winnie), the CSMIA had only recently begun and she was still immersed in the new 
relationship at the time of this survey. Another woman (Gail) has been in the relationship for 
some time but showing some growing awareness of what is happening. Another (Carol) was, 
at the time of writing, still trying to ward off advances by the cleric, at work. As well, and 
most importantly, all the respondents were/are at different stages in dealing with the CSMIA. 
Some had disclosed and even reported the CSMIA. For others, other than in this survey, they 
have never disclosed what had occurred.  
 
6.5 RESPONDENT NAMING AS AN ‘AFFAIR’ 
Of the 29 respondents, 17% or 5 women, (Winnie, Gail, Cathie, Natalie and 
Christine), named their CSMIA as an ‘affair’. However, as shall be shown, for all of these 
respondents there is little if any convincing evidence of an equality of power which is needed 
for an ‘affair’ of mutuality and true consent to exist (Fileborn 2011, 7-10; Kennedy 2009, 5, 
35-36,131, 145; McLaughlin 2007, 156; Salmelainen and Coumarelos 1993, 11; Schaefer 
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1994, 36). Peterson (1992), discussing professional-client relationships, defines full ethical 
consent as follows - it is also the definition of consent that is accepted by this present study: 
In order for a non-coercive relationship to occur, consent has to be 
informed, mutual and meaningful (Fortune 1989). “Consent” means to 
agree, to be of same mind, or to give permission. “Informed” means 
that all possible risks and consequences have been communicated and 
understood. “Mutual” means that the relationship is equal. 
“Meaningful” means that the patient can say no without the possibility 
of harmful consequences to self, treatment, or the relationship. Clearly 
the unequal power balance in the relationship and the omnipresent 
threat of consequences to the client makes full consent impossible 
(124; emphasis Peterson’s). 
  
With this definition in mind, one statement by Cathy shows how victims can have conflicting 
perceptions of their role in the CSMIA: 
Although the relationship was consensual, in hind sight I feel that I 
was very vulnerable and taken advantage of. There was a huge power 
imbalance and I was left feeling very broken (Cathy; italics, mine). 
 
Cathy has only in hindsight come to appreciate that perhaps there was more happening in her 
CSMIA than she first realised - “a huge power imbalance” which had been exploited and 
which left her, as a result, “feeling very broken”. And yet, reflecting the inner conflict of 
CSMIA language and general definitional ambiguity, she still feels that the relationship “was 
consensual”. 
Cathy’s comment above encapsulates all three themes chosen for special 
consideration for this study: language, power and vulnerability, and harm. However, for this 
chapter dealing with language, it is clear in Cathy’s statements that there was some inner 
conflict as to how to interpret what occurred. This was particularly related to the nature of 
consent, Cathy still seeing her role in the CSMIA, even as a “very vulnerable” woman, as 
“consensual”. Indeed, consent confusion in the midst of great vulnerability is a major aspect 
of all forms of sexual violence, including child sexual abuse and domestic violence (Crome 
2009, 2; Harris-Aiken 1997; Lamb 1999; Lievore 2003, 34; McLean 2013, 43-44; Morris et 
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al. 2014, 97; Munro 2005; Phillips 1999). One possible reason which Peterson gives for 
victim consent confusion is an inability to acknowledge the reality that they were indeed 
victimised (Kennedy 2009, 144). Following on from her quote above (1992, 124), Peterson 
(1992) says: 
Even so, clients maintain the illusion of their voluntary involvement 
because it gives them a feeling of control (124). 
 
For some, such as Winnie below, the fear of losing “what is important and valued in the 
relationship” is another reason for the inner conflict (Garland 2006, 11; see also Kennedy 
2009, 144).  
As for Winnie, still involved in the CSMIA, the insights found in her written 
responses are highly relevant to this study. For Winnie, a South African (Zulu), 34-year-old 
single/divorced mother who was undergoing a spiritual crisis at the time the CSMIA started, 
the words she writes echo those of so many in the “entrapment” phase of CSMIA (Kennedy 
2009, 115-133). She, like Cathy above, has expressed a great deal of frustration at how she is 
being treated by the cleric. Even though Winnie clearly perceives her relationship with the 
cleric as ‘an affair’, she also answered one question with, ‘They emotionally/psychologically 
abused me’ and qualified her statement with the following:  
I say emotionally abused me because everything is on his terms. I only 
see him when he wants to. If he doesn’t want to see me he avoids me 
for months and then when he wants to see me he comes back as he 
pleases. He doesn’t care if I’m crying or asking him to stop, then 
afterwards he says he loves me then I get so very confused because I 
love him and I don’t want to lose him. I hope and wish that he will 
marry me (Winnie). 
 
Winnie is expressing what so many abused and entrapped women and even children in 
particular experience in the many forms of sexual violence and exploitation, be it intimate 
partner/domestic violence or incest or some other form (Dutton and Painter 1993, 111; Kluft 
2010, 51, 53; Walker 2009, 91, 95, 102). As these three sources also show, there is a sense of 
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being torn between loyalty and desire, and by a sense of needing to remove one’s self from 
what is obviously causing pain and harm. 
However, victims of CSMIA have also another major factor to contend with - the 
‘God-factor’ (Flynn 2003, 8; Villiers, 1996, 44). At another point Winnie explains:  
I feel special to be loved by such a holy man. But I also feel very 
guilty and dirty for having sex with a priest. I cry and tell him that I 
don’t want to do it but he doesn’t care that I’m crying. So I stop crying 
and let him do it in order to please him because I’m afraid that if I 
don’t please him I will lose him (Winnie). 
 
Clearly this example of CSMIA is also not a ‘mutually’ and ‘meaningfully’ consensual affair 
between equals (Peterson 1992, 124) and yet, Winnie’s perception, like Cathy’s, was that it is 
an ‘affair’. For both, as well as for Edith previously discussed, it appears that they believed 
that mere submission equalled at least ‘passive’ consent. However, when aligned with 
Peterson’s definition of consent above (1992, 124), true consent is not ‘passive’ and simply 
cannot be said to be present in both Cathy’s and Winnie’s context. This conclusion is also 
consistent with feminist and legal discourses on sexual assault and consent in domestic 
violence (Harris-Aiken 1997; Lievore 2003). What are more evident are clerical selfishness; a 
simple desire to just have sex; manipulation and exploitation; and real and even cruel abuses 
of psycho-spiritual power. According, at least to theorists and researchers, these relationships 
cannot be defined as ‘affairs’ regardless of how they are perceived, even by the victim 
(Crome 2006; Fortune 1989; Fileborn 2011; Harris-Aiken 1997; Kennedy 2009; Lievore 
2003; McLaughlin 2007; Morris et al. 2014; Peterson 1992; Rutter 1989; Salmelainen and 
Coumarelos 1993; and Schaefer 1994). 
A second respondent still currently in a CSMIA ‘relationship’ is Gail, a 67 year 
‘single/never married’ women. Gail’s self-defined ‘affair’ with the cleric began in 2011, two 
years prior to this study, and she states that it began because “I felt compassion for him”. 
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However, when the relationship turned sexual she described her responses by selecting; ‘I 
was so confused, I submitted’; ‘I became involuntarily aroused; and ‘I cried’. When asked 
about her reactions to the CSMIA (see Figure 7.4), she selected terms such as ‘I felt sinful’; ‘I 
felt condemned’; ‘I felt confused’ and ‘I felt guilty’ as comments that ‘clearly describes my 
feelings’. Again, such elements cannot be seen as compatible with a ‘mutually consensual 
affair’ as defined by Peterson (1992, 124). While Gail still considers the relationship to be 
‘still happening’ she did, however, put an end to the sexual activities in 2012, a year prior to 
this survey.  
Another respondent, Christine (USA), while choosing ‘seduction’, later added; ‘it 
really was a mutually consensual affair’, presents one of the more interesting cases of CSMIA 
in this survey. What is particularly interesting in regards to language is that, while Christine 
recognised so many of the incongruencies of her relationship with a diocesan priest, she still 
saw it as a ‘mutually consensual affair’ even though she also stated that it was one in which 
she “was very vulnerable and taken advantage of”.  One of the reasons for this choice of term 
may be that, over time, Christine, became an increasingly empowered person in the 
relationship, taking control of it and ending it on her terms after the cleric proposed marriage. 
In her words:  
He did ask me to marry him which I found utterly remarkable given by 
the time he asked he was definitely an out gay man in the gay 
community. I said no, mostly because I was pretty sure his idea of 
marriage was not mine, and that in reality he would never leave the 
priesthood because his mother would disown him. We remained 
friends for the rest of his life and I more or less became his sole 
confidant. Unfortunately, he never really did get his head out of his 
rear end because he could never get over his mother (Christine). 
 
Christine says that their relationship was based on both trying to work out their sexual 
identity issues because, as she says “we were both utterly confused about our sexuality” when 
the CSMIA started. Christine now has a Masters degree in Counselling Psychology with 
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many years of practice behind her. It would be understandable, then, that she has been able to 
discuss her CSMIA during this survey in the calm, clear and relatively detached way she did. 
Throughout, she acknowledged the deeper psychological processes that were occurring in 
both her and the cleric and of what transpired between them in the light of maturity and 
learning. However, she still sees and names what occurred as a ‘mutually consensual affair’ 
and yet, even her words, describing the times when the CSMIA was occurring, would suggest 
that this term, even in her case was not fully appropriate. As she explains, during their 
relationship, particularly after the sexual expression thereof, she felt ‘intimidated’, 
‘confused’, ‘sinful’, ‘guilty’ and ‘as if my mind wasn’t really there when it was happening’. 
However, in a similar way to Cathy and Winnie, Christine expresses the conflict she, too, felt. 
Even though she felt ‘intimidated’, ‘confused’, ‘sinful’, ‘guilty’, she also felt ‘special’ and 
‘loved’.  
Even though, of all the respondents in this study, Christine’s perhaps came closest to 
a ‘mutually consensual affair’, in the end, her terms and experiences are not that different 
from those of Cathy, Winnie and Gail. All these women expressed elements of love and 
exploitation - it was love on their part, exploitation on the part of the cleric. Again, it is 
difficult to define such ‘relationships’ as truly mutually consensual affairs between power-
equal adults, certainly according to Peterson (1992, 124), and even according to government 
legal descriptives as found the sexual assault literature of Lievore (2003) and Fileborn (2011). 
6.6 RESPONDENT NAMING AS ‘ABUSE’ 
For the majority of respondents, the terms selected to describe the CSMIA, 
expressed an understanding that the ‘relationships’ involved some element of sexual abuse. 
However, it appears that it was the sexual nature of the event/s that made it ‘abuse’ rather 
than them being abuses of power in which sex was the agent (Flynn 2003, 4, 6; Kennedy 
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2009, 21). For almost all those in this study who named their CSMIA as abusive in some 
way, any added perception of that abuse including an abuse of power, only eventuated with 
hindsight after much contemplation, counselling and interaction with others. As shall be 
discussed in section 6.7 below, new perceptions certainly developed particularly after 
victims/survivors were challenged by Church authorities preferring and using their own 
definitions of what occurred. The analysis and discussion of the following naming of CSMIA 
by respondents (from Figure 6.1) will accordingly, be undertaken with a special focus on any 
changes in definition over time.  However, as each ‘name’ has its own nuances, they will be 
looked at separately.  
6.6.1 ‘Seduction’ 
Of the 29 respondents, 17% (4 women and 1 man) selected the term ‘seduction’ to 
describe their CSMIA. As used, this term was more a description of the ‘grooming’ phase of 
the CSMIA and meant a deceptive and/or consciously manipulative enticing into a 
relationship they did not feel to be right, did not expect and did not want. Carol, a 64-year-old 
‘single/divorced’ and recently ‘widowed’ ‘single mother’ works as a parish secretary. She 
says that while the CSMIA has never resulted in any physical/sexual expression, her 
employer, the parish priest, has repeatedly, for ‘1 to 2 years’, tried to ‘seduce’ her into such a 
relationship. Carol’s reasons for choosing ‘seduction’ are clear. However, based on her 
descriptions elsewhere, her CSMIA seems more akin to ‘sexual harassment’.  
Ann, now a highly educated woman in her 60s, who also ‘had a disability’, had been 
groomed for three years. She describes her early years with the cleric as being positive,  
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innocent and friendly. However, as soon as she turned 18, it turned sexual16. As she says,  
He, to use his own words, “cultivated the friendship” of me as a very 
active young parishioner. He groomed me; he calls it cultivation, over 
about 3 years. Then he made his move (Ann).  
 
This ‘cultivation’ dynamic is consistent with other research into other forms of sexual 
grooming (Bourke et al. 2012, 2393) particularly that of the clerical sexual grooming of 
children (Death 2013, 16; John Jay Report 2004, 66, 74). Because of the successful grooming 
of Ann as a teenager, and the confusion that developed once the hitherto positive relationship 
turned sexual, the cleric was able to keep the CSMIA going for around “2 decades”. Ann 
explains:  
I believed that you did not have sex outside of marriage. So along 
comes this priest. I get groomed, seduced and then, him being on a 
pedestal he seduced me over a number of years. After he “ended it” he 
revealed that even if he left he would never marry me, we had too 
many differences, and he sent me a letter which was basically a 
character assassination. That’s when I realised what had really been 
going on (Ann). 
 
Ann’s choice to name the CSMIA as ‘seduction’ is highlighting the grooming phase, which 
for her was, in hindsight, the most painful part of her recollections of the CSMIA. She had 
been so “beguiled the whole time about what was really happening” (Ann). However, over 
time, she has also come to see the abuse as one of power and position, and not sexual abuse 
alone. In Ann’s case she has chosen to challenge the cleric, his Religious Order and the 
priest’s archdiocese about her CSMIA. Her desire to do so has come about because she has 
been able to develop a discursive definition which demands “a strong principle of 
accountability” (Kennedy 2009, 37).  
                                                 
 
16 It can only be speculated as to why this cleric began to sexualise their relationship with the victim after they 
turned 18. In the 70s the age of consent in Australia was 16 (Robertson 2007). However, with some 
exceptions and differences in terminology and context, a person did not reach the age ‘majority’ until 21 
years of age prior to 1975 and 18, post 1975. 
100 
One more statement by Ann shows another aspect of her CSMIA – how it was/is 
defined by the cleric himself and even the cleric’s superior in this case. Ann explains:  
He ended things after being told by his spiritual advisor that ‘you can’t 
continue to have a private life and a public life’ and then [the cleric] 
wanted still to be friends with me, ‘the best of friends’ he said, and I 
said (in despair) ‘what did you think you were doing all this time?’ 
and he said ‘EXPERIMENTING’ (Ann, emphasis hers). 
 
For the cleric’s superiors then, the CSMIA was defined merely as “a private life” and for the 
cleric, himself, as “experimenting”. This cleric’s perception is one which appears compatible 
with some interpretations of celibacy as a journey or a continuum rather than a ‘given’. While 
obviously contradicting RCC teachings, this alternate definition is one which tolerates times 
of “genital-sexual activity” (Bordisso 2011, 60-66; Sipe 1995, 66-72). However, the other 
adults caught up in these clerical ‘private lives’ and ‘journeys’ and what becomes of them, are 
rarely mentioned. In Ann’s case, for example, she “lost her entire career, [was] denied a 
family and children, and suffers from Complex PTSD”. As she says:  
Even I am struggling to still appreciate its full significance, its full 
impact on the destruction of my life (Ann). 
When adding Ann’s story to the two examples presented at the Royal Commission mentioned 
earlier, and, the testimonies of the other respondents in this survey, what becomes of the 
victims of a cleric’s personal ‘journey to celibacy’, is not good. 
Agnes also selected ‘seduction’ to describe her CSMIA. She also describes herself at 
the time of the CSMIA as a naïve young girl being ‘seduced’ by an older powerful cleric. To 
use her own words “I was such a baby at 18-19 and saw myself going into the convent”. 
However, she adds, “all that changed” because of the CSMIA. For Agnes, the discursive 
definitions she used did acknowledge the role of an abuse of power but this abuse of power 
related more to how the hierarchy of her Church dealt with her, and not the CSMIA itself. 
When Agnes sought some ‘needed help and support’ as a result of the CSMIA, the RCC 
101 
hierarchy “used their power to have me scheduled” into “a psychiatric institution” (Agnes). 
Meanwhile, she explains, “the individual was moved to another church/parish”, and, “of 
course he went on to become a Monsignor”. As such, and in all her comments, Agnes is 
acknowledging perhaps that she has come to some understanding of CSMIA akin to that 
propounded by feminist discourses - that of being at the mercy of a powerful institution whose 
voice has attempted to dominate her own (Lamb 1999; Wylie 2003, 27). In Agnes’ case, as 
with Ann’s above, the voice of the victim/survivor of CSMIA is very much secondary, if not 
made redundant. It has been manipulated and controlled by those who have superior 
institutional power, and who attempt to protect themselves via their membership in that 
institution (Kennedy 2009, 4; Lamb 1999). However, Agnes has taken back that control and 
defined for herself what had occurred:  
In all my dealings with the church I have found them to be frightened 
of any exposure and just wanted it all to go away. I have been better 
off having nothing to do with them. They are incapable of listening 
anyway. I feel for those who didn’t have the self-confidence or 
support to deal with the issues (Agnes). 
 
While not naming it as such, she has also realised that the RCC suffers from epistemic 
disadvantage (Wylie 2003, 26, 36) and just does not ‘get it’.   
Of the 5 respondents who selected ‘seduction’ as the defining word of their CSMIA, 
two were male - Joe and Andy. However, Joe does not elaborate as to why this term was 
selected. For Andy, there were changes in definitions of his CSMIA to one which allowed him 
to disclose and stop blaming himself for what had occurred.  
All Andy wanted was friendship with the cleric. In the beginning, Andy sought out the 
cleric, his parish priest, during a time of great need, the fallout of experiences of father-
instigated ‘emotional abuse’ and ‘physical abuse’ and ‘domestic violence in the home’ and 
other personal problems. The priest became Andy’s ‘personal friend’, spiritual advisor’, 
‘confessor’ and ‘confidant’ and encouraged the friendship to grow and become more intimate. 
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Eventually, however, the relationship became one of CSMIA which Andy says took the form 
of the cleric constantly ‘trying to seduce me’, and ‘entice me into his bedroom’, and ‘sensual 
touching of my body’. Andy was also ‘required’ to give the cleric “a body massage on a 
regular basis” in order to “receive forgiveness for my sins”, following confession.  Andy says 
that the main reason the relationship got to the point it did was because of the cleric “sexually 
grooming” him while he was in a state of loneliness and in need of friendship and 
counselling/direction. Later he says “I wish I hadn’t been so nieve (sic) and trusting of Clergy 
and Religious”. In his current perception of what occurred to him and to others, he is in no 
doubt now as to what occurred to him. In his response to the question as to what he would like 
to say to the church hierarchy Andy wrote the following:  
You set up structures and situations to enforce your power and control 
of others, especially the poor. You are inhuman in your dealings with 
fellow humans. You “know” and pretend that you didn’t know what 
your mates were doing to the innocent and vulnerable. You always 
have an excuse as to why it is the fault of the victim. You are seekers 
of privilege, position and money and you use your religiousness to 
deny others their human rights (Andy).  
 
Andy’s statement here clearly parallels a more feminist comprehension of CSMIA; how male 
power and androcentric language and definitions are used to define and control the less 
powerful (Smith 1997, 394; Wylie 2003, 31; Westmarland 2001, para 3; Neuman 2006, 103). 
What Andy also has, however, is an epistemic advantage which is based on an unenviable 
family history:  
There are more than 12 Clergy/Religious who have had access to my 
brothers and sisters and my spouse and our children who have been 
convicted and jailed. There are several more awaiting trial (Andy).  
 
It is not clear whether “access” here meant actual sexual abuse or simply whether these 
convicted clerics moved in Andy’s social and familial circles. Regardless, with this history, 
Andy has had much motivation to develop new discursive definitions in order to make sense 
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of his lived reality and how CSMIA has impacted that reality and that of his family and loved 
ones. 
Seduction, for the respondents discussed above, is akin to ‘grooming’. While this 
grooming phase happened with respondents who did not select ‘seduction’ to describe the 
CSMIA, for those who did, the focus of their anger and/or confusion centred on this phase in 
the CSMIA. Such a choice is perhaps a reflection of a hindsight-based wish that they had not 
been, as Andy said, “so naïve”. ‘Seduction’ could be seen more as a definition of how 
CSMIA began, relating most obviously to the “getting in” stage (Kennedy 2009, 102-114). 
The other terms selected by respondents account more for the whole CSMIA experience.  
 
6.6.2 ‘Sexual Abuse’; ‘Sexual Molestation’; Sexual Violation’; ‘Sexual     
Misconduct’. 
 
In regards to the other choices for naming CSMIA, 13 other respondents (45%) 
selected terms which describe their experience/s more overtly as some form of ‘an abuse’: 
Sexual abuse (3 women and 1 man); ‘molestation’ (3 men and 2 women); ‘violation’ (2 
women); and ‘misconduct’ (2 women). Three more expressed similar ‘abuse’ perceptions 
under ‘Other’. However, as shall be discussed below, there was a progression of these 
perceptions to a broader framework of CSMIA as an abuse of power, position and fiduciary 
duty (Fortune 1989; Peterson 1992; Rutter 1989; Shupe 1995), as opposed to abuse meaning 
sexual abuse only. This progression was more obvious in some of the respondents, less so in 
others.  
Edith, who wrote at great length about her experience, included a section revealing 
how she tried to explain to others, that what she experienced was indeed ‘sexual abuse’. This 
is also how she named her CSMIA for this survey. Her statement below, however, also relates 
what she calls her “traumatic journey” to fully grasping that what she experienced was indeed 
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“sexual abuse” (see also Byrne 2010, 38-39; Flynn 2003, 125-128, 184-186; and Kennedy 
2009, 152-154): 
I have felt from the start that I have had to be the one convincing 
others that I was sexually abused. It had been a most traumatic 
journey. I will feel like I have been finally heard when this whole area 
is out in the open and people like me are able to be treated in the same 
way as people that are under 18yrs are finally being treated now. The 
nature of my abuse is identical to that of what happens to children 
under 18yrs. I have a brother who was under 18yrs and was abused. 
We were brought up in the same family in the same church 
environment. Because he is on the other side of 18yrs he is now being 
listened to while I still hold my head down (Edith). 
 
Edith’s statement raises two important issues. Firstly, the confusion she sensed in others’ 
perceptions of her CSMIA was, she believes, directly related to her being 29 years old when it 
began. Relatedly, Edith mentions the ‘identical’ natures of child (her younger brother) and 
adult (her own) abuse. While this perception is problematic, in that abuse of children and 
adults is not identical (Fogler et al. 2008a, 347), there are similarities in the processes or 
strategies of abuse at both ages. As Fogler et al. (2008a) explain: 
Both adult and child survivors of CPSA [cleric perpetrated sexual 
abuse] describe the progression of the abusive relationship in similar 
ways, yet symptomatology varies greatly owing to the survivors’ age, 
gender, and cognitive, emotional, and physical development (342). 
 
While Edith’s perception that age makes little difference is problematic, it is, given Fogler et 
al’s (2008a) conclusion above, also accurate: Abuse is abuse….is abuse. Her statement is also 
extremely important in bringing the anomalies that exist in regards to age into the overall 
discussion on CSMIA. This is particularly true in relation to how the RCC responds to 
victims thereof (Byrne 2010, 44; Fogler et al. 2008a, 348-349).  
For Edith, as with many other respondents, there has been a progression of 
definitions of her CSMIA: What had seemed to her at first to be such a deeply spiritual and 
loving relationship became more like clerical “misconduct” and then “sexual abuse” for 
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which she was seeking some resolution. Further, once outlined by a police officer to whom 
she finally reported, Edith was able to define the CSMIA as “criminal abuse” (NSW 
Government. 2012. Crimes Act 1900 No 40. Sections 61H and 61HA). However, such a 
definition of CSMIA, one which includes any adult person rather than just those deemed 
‘vulnerable’ because they are elderly, or, physically or mentally disabled (see AoB 2014, 6; 
Aus Gov 200917, 3-4; DoT 2014, 7; NCPS 2010b, 5; SJ 2015, 20; Teaster 2002, vii), is still 
not the preferred definition of at least the Australian RCC (Byrne 2010, 73; Doherty and 
Wellspring 2007, 30).  
Wendy, an 18-year-old student at the time the CSMIA began, is an example of this 
dislocation between institutional definition and victim reality. She named the CSMIA as 
‘sexual abuse’. With hindsight, she believed her CSMIA was planned and pre-meditated as it 
only began after two years of grooming and, as with Ann, after she turned 18. Wendy would 
not come under most of the official RCC’s definitions of a ‘vulnerable adult’ and yet she had 
been ‘sexually abused as a child’ and was undergoing ‘relationship crisis/problems’ as well as 
‘emotional/psychological’ ones. As a student, living away from home for the first time, she 
was ‘homesick’ and was also experiencing a ‘spiritual confusion/faith crisis’. At the time, the 
cleric frequently defined what was happening as ‘what they were doing wasn’t wrong’ while 
at the same time expressing concern as to ‘whether [she] would tell anyone’. All during the 
CSMIA, it was only the cleric’s definition that Wendy heard. Wendy, however, after much 
pain and after discussions with lawyers, archbishops and the head of the cleric’s Religious 
Order also now sees her sexual abuse as “the most horrendous abuse of power and authority”  
                                                 
 
17 Interestingly, while this discussion paper has what could be termed a broader definition of ‘vulnerable adult’, 
more aligned with that preferred in this study - ““Vulnerable Adult” refers to people aged 18 or over that 
access services in the ACT, as defined under Regulations, to alleviate the effects of physical, social, financial 
and/or psychological disadvantage” - it also refers to the same definition as the AoB (2014) document, and 
does so as a possible better definition.  
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(Wendy). Neither the definitions of vulnerability nor those of the CSMIA presented by the 
RCC and her abusing cleric were appropriate. Her own developed definition as to what had 
occurred has become for her now, the more accurate one. 
The role the cleric plays in defining the CSMIA as ‘what they were doing wasn’t 
wrong’ was evident in many of the respondents’ stories. Such definitional power in a trusted 
cleric is a major contributor to the confusion of victims, and, to any related ability to clearly 
define the CSMIA and avoid its further escalation (Doyle 2003, 223). Tanya’s case also does 
not fit clearly into many of the most recent written Australian RCC definitions of a vulnerable 
adult (AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2014, 7; NCPS 2010b, 5; SJ 2015, 20). However, of all the 
respondents in this survey, she was certainly one of the more obviously vulnerable.  
Tanya, who was 19 at the time the CSMIA began, had more reason than most to feel 
utterly confused by the cleric’s sexual and definitional intervention. She had experienced 
frequent and serious sexual abuse in her childhood and youth. Understandably then she 
explains: 
I was extremely confused. The priest was telling me this was “love” 
and said I was “beautiful”. I felt wonderful while he was there, 
because his definition of what was happening was dominant. But 
afterwards I felt awful, sinful, depressed, seriously bad and often 
suicidal (Tanya). 
 
In Tanya’s case, previous sexual abuse as a child and the confusion resulting, allowed for an 
easier manipulation by the cleric. According to French et al. (2014, 1124-1125), this 
relationship between childhood sexual abuse and the possibility of being “less likely to ward 
off unwanted advances”, and, being “easier targets for manipulation” into sexual assault, is all 
too real.  
Tanya expresses a great deal of anger throughout the survey in regards to what was 
done to her. However, she still blamed herself somewhat, saying: 
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It was seduction more than explicit coercion, but it meant I felt I was 
willing and mostly blamed myself (Tanya).  
 
French et al. (2014, 1125) have shown that Tanya’s self-blame in such circumstances is not at 
all unique. In their study they found that participants who had experienced “verbal coercion 
showed significantly higher levels of self-blame than survivors of incapacitating assault or 
forcible rape”. French et al’s (2014) study also found that “a greater number of victimisation 
experiences related to cognitive distortions” within the minds of the victims (2014, 1125). 
Through all Tanya’s CSMIA this was certainly the case; it was the cleric who defined what 
was happening and Tanya was manipulated into going against her own perceptions and 
feelings, and accepting instead, the cleric’s definitions and language of “love”. It is little 
wonder then, that she, like almost every respondent in this current study, felt deep, prolonged 
and debilitating confusion and/or inner conflict. 
Tanya’s case is a clear case of abuse of power and position, abdication of fiduciary 
duty and clear boundary violations on behalf of the cleric. It is also quite clear that any level of 
self-blame that she may have had is based on simply not knowing, not understanding the true 
dynamics that the cleric was engaging her in, what she now calls the “seductive” definitional 
“bull-shit” by which he was trapping her. As such, the framework which she had adopted to 
try to explain her CSMIA at the time was not one which allowed her to fully accept the reality 
that she simply was not to blame, especially considering her past. Tanya does make a final 
comment at the end of the survey, which, however, shows a growing broadening of awareness 
concerning her CSMIA and the RCC’s response to it:  
I understood what happened as blatant patriarchy, but invisible to 
people in the patriarchal structure (Tanya). 
 
What this comment also so simply yet eloquently again describes is the epistemic 
disadvantage of those in power (Wylie, 2003, 26; 36).  
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According to the data here, one element was instrumental in the changing of 
victims’/survivors’ definitions of their CSMIA - disclosure. As shall be discussed below, 
many survivors’ perceptions of their CSMIA became broader and, as Flynn (2003), Kennedy 
(2009), and Garland and Argueta (2010) would argue, more ‘accurate’, once they began 
discussing their experiences with others, if, and it is an important ‘if’, those others were 
supportive (Hunter et al. 2012; Jonzon and Lindblad 2004). Alternatively, non-disclosure 
brings with it an exacerbation of the harms produced by CSMIA, particularly the continuation 
of misplaced self-blame. The connection between non-disclosure and harm will be discussed 
more fully in Chapter 8. 
6.7 HOW DISCLOSURE INFLUENCES NAMING 
All respondents were at different stages in their developing understanding of what 
had occurred. In this study 17 of the 25 respondents did disclose the CSMIA to someone. The 
role of disclosure appeared to play an important part in the development of any new 
perceptions in the victims/survivors. However, consistent with studies especially of clerical 
abuse (Death 2013, 31), for 9 respondents, disclosure only occurred some time after the 
CSMIA. This time ranged from 2 to 35 years.  
Regardless of the time frame and similar to Kennedy’s study (2009, 152-154), at the 
time of the survey, those who had come through and out the other end of the CSMIA, now 
possessed profoundly different and more informed perceptions and understandings of the 
CSMIA than they had at the time it occurred. For those who had disclosed, this was 
particularly the case. Edith explains how when victims disclose to, for example, the police, 
they are exposed to and often accept a different explanation and naming of the CSMIA: 
I was finally able to have my case listened to a few months ago by a 
police constable who works for [withheld for privacy] who told me 
what happened to me was criminal abuse not misconduct….. It was 
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the first time that I was actually given some confirmation that what 
happened was criminal abuse (Edith). 
 
As with other studies of both clerical and non-clerical sexual assault, it is understandable that 
there might be differences of perceptions between the respondents’ understanding at the time 
of the CSMIA as compared to after the event, often decades after (Fisher et al. 2003; Flynn 
2003, 225-229; and Ullman et al. 2007). Also, as shown above, differences of perception 
depended not only on whether the respondents disclosed the CSMIA to anyone, or not, but to 
whom it was disclosed (Flynn 2003, 124). Adding to these differences were the variations in 
the time and age of the victims, as well as the various lengths of time, and, the expressions 
the CSMIA took (Flynn 2003, 133).  
6.7.1 Reporting to the Church 
For many of the respondents, reporting their CSMIA to church authorities 
paradoxically opened the door to a full realisation of the systemic power mechanisms 
operating in the RCC that have kept victims/survivors of CSMIA silent to date (Flynn 2003, 
17-18; Fortune 1989, 120-121; Shupe 1995, 80-100). With this added experience of the 
hierarchical system of the RCC, new discursive definitions of their own experience of the 
CSMIA developed. This certainly was the experience of Edith, Andy, Agnes, Wendy, Tanya 
and Ann all discussed above.  
For others who have not officially confronted the RCC or the cleric about their 
CSMIA, their understanding did develop. However, this understanding was often without the 
broader aspect of CSMIA being an institutional-based power abuse but rather, one centred 
more on the individual offending cleric. Sarah, a young nun seeking spiritual advice from a 
trusted and admired cleric/spiritual director is an example: 
The burden of shame that I carried all those years should have been 
yours. Your betrayal of me was disgraceful. Yet you went on to 
become a leader of your Order and a respected spiritual director. Your 
hypocrisy is breathtaking. I have even read about you in the paper, 
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fronting the press about other abusers from your group. Do you have 
any idea of the impact this has had on my life? There have been times 
when I would have loved to expose your crimes publicly, but I think 
you knew I’d never do that. I don’t know how you live with yourself 
(Sarah). 
 
Sarah, who had been frequently sexually assaulted by this priest during her spiritual direction 
sessions, chose to name her CSMIA as ‘sexual molestation’. She was only one of two women 
to do so. It was not until Sarah shared her experiences with other victims/survivors that her 
perceptions changed and her sense of shame dissipated and she could actually name the events 
as “crimes”. As studies of broader sexual abuse and violence have found, it is often only when 
such sharing occurs that new discursive definitions for the experience/s can be explored and 
taken on (Gavey 1999; Fisher et al. 2003, 568; Smith 1997, 394). As Sarah further explains:  
I find that some priests are very wary of women, which I find quite 
ironic because in fact they [those priests] are usually the sexual 
predators, at least in my experience; and in the experience of my 
female friends!! (Sarah). 
 
Together, Sarah and her “female friends” have compared notes so to speak and have, as a 
result come to realise the parallelism of their experiences of CSMIA. As such, the more 
merely personal inner dialogues that had hitherto dominated and that were incorrectly based 
on self-blame and shame, gave way to fuller definitions based on a more collective perception 
(Smith 1997, 394).  
As to the males in this study, James made an official complaint through church 
structures about his CSMIA, 21 years after the events. James has also had extensive 
counselling and been able to share his experience/s with other victims as well. Two other male 
respondents, Scott and Michael, disclosed their CSMIA: Scott, 30 years after to his GP and 
then in therapy. Scott also shared and compared his experiences with another seminarian who 
was also abused at the same monastery.  Three years after his CSMIA, Michael disclosed to 
his male partner who “was not very supportive”. He also disclosed a little later in confession, 
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and again, many years later in therapy. All three also officially reported their CSMIA to a 
Church official. Interestingly, these three men’s current conclusions about their CSMIA are 
similar to those of female respondents who have also undergone the process of officially 
reporting and/or disclosure to someone else. As with their female counterparts who reported, 
James, Scott and Michael have all now connected their CSMIA to the RCC’s institutional 
problems and abuses of power: 
When will the Church and community realise that it’s about abuse of 
power? (James) 
 
Respect and assist the victims! Stop lying and protecting abusers and 
the Church. Admit to systemic malfunction and a culture of elitism 
and abuse. Oh yes, and go to hell Pell! (Scott’s answer to what he 
would like to say to Church officials). 
 
A priest 40 years older than me took advantage when I was going 
through a period of confusion & depression at the age of 20. I believe 
that there is something seriously wrong with the Catholic Church, its 
culture and its views on sex and sexuality which are not being dealt 
with at all. It’s very difficult to believe in it as an institution… The 
Catholic Church should reconsider its absurd attitude to sex, sexuality, 
homosexuality, women & the ridiculous myth of priestly celibacy. I've 
never met a priest who didn’t have some sort of sex life (Michael). 
 
The only other male respondent to have a similar conclusion was Andy, discussed earlier.  
As such, and confirming Smith’s observation about women coming together (Smith 
1997, 394), there appears to be some connection between victims/survivors telling or sharing 
their stories and/or officially reporting. Doing so appears to enable both women and men to 
also become more open to understanding broader definitions of what had occurred to them, 
especially definitions which contradicted self-blame and victim blaming. Such connections 
being made by victims/survivors were certainly evident in the studies of CSMIA of Flynn 
(2003, 230-236) and Kennedy (2009, 152-157).  
One conclusion that could be drawn from all these aspects is that it may well be in 
the best interest of the RCC to keep CSMIA hidden. If CSMIA victims/survivors know about 
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each other and discuss their cases, new “discursive definitions” (Smith 1997, 394) do appear 
to develop, ones which include the conclusions such as those quoted above. For this to 
happen would be a threat to the RCC especially if the statistics revealing the ‘myth’ of 
celibacy, are correct (Sipe 1995, 66-77; see also Bordisso 2011, 6-9). The ‘myth of celibacy’ 
is a pervasive one. As such, the responses of those who were or are themselves clerics, 
(Brother, Sisters included), add some interesting insights.  
6.8 NAMING IN INTER-CLERIC SEXUAL MISCONDUCT 
One interesting observation, especially given the overall ratio of male to female 
respondents of 1:4, was that the naming of CSMIA by one term in particular, was the only one 
to elicit a greater male response than female (Figure 6.1). Three males (James, Michael and 
Scott) and 2 females (Maria and Sarah) selected the term ‘sexual molestation’ to name their 
CSMIA. What is also interesting is that all the respondents in this survey who selected the 
term, ‘sexual molestation’, were also in a Religious Order at the time of the CSMIA, (Maria, 
Sarah, James and Scott). James, Scott and Sarah also all selected ‘I felt dirty’ as ‘clearly 
describes my feelings’ as an ‘emotional response’ to their CSMIA. All these cases were of 
inter-cleric CSMIA. 
For Christians and particularly Roman Catholics, there is often a certain element of 
‘dirtiness’ in relation to sex (Kennedy 2009, 116), or that such activity outside of marriage is 
“mortally sinful” and any same-sex activity, “fundamentally disordered” Benkert and Doyle 
2009, 234). Such acts are in complete opposition to the sexual ‘purity’ seen as the ideal 
presented by the RCC to all Catholics but especially to those aspiring to be clergy, Sisters or 
Brothers (CCCd, clauses 2337-2359). The fact that 4 of the 5 cases (3 men and 1 woman) 
which involved member of Religious Orders in this survey were same-sex experiences and 
named as ‘sexual molestation’, suggests a possible link between context and CSMIA naming 
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and perception. However, there is not enough data in this study to confidently generalise from 
this finding.  
6.9 NAMING AND SAME-SEX MISCONDUCT 
There were 7 cases of same-sex CSMIA in this survey which equates to 24% of 
respondents. These included all the male respondents and one female respondent. Of this 
group, 86% (5 men and the one woman), selected terms inferring a more overtly abusive 
perception of CSMIA. When compared to the figure for opposite-sex CSMIA, which made up 
76% (22) of all respondents, only 52% (12 women) of this group chose what could be 
considered a more overtly ‘abusive’ term to name their CSMIA.  
In the same-sex CSMIA group, the term ‘sexual molestation’ was the most often 
selected, 3 men (James, Michael and Scott) selecting as such. The term ‘sexual abuse’ was 
selected by one man (Terry). The final man (Andy) selected ‘other’ which he qualified as 
“sexual grooming on several occasions and physical abuse on others”. In the only female 
same-sex case of CSMIA in this survey, Maria also selected “sexual molestation” to describe 
her CSMIA. The sixth man (Joe) chose a possibly more innocuous term, ‘seduction’. None 
chose ‘an affair’.  
For the 3 men who, at the time of the CSMIA, identified as heterosexual, the 1 who 
identified as homosexual, and the 1 who selected ‘confused/unsure’, there was no evidence of 
self-blame or fault confusion. In two of the five participants who identified as heterosexual at 
the time of the CSMIA (Maria and Scott), there was evidence of inner conflict which 
revolved around whether they were somehow to blame for the CSMIA. Maria questioned 
whether the CSMIA was somehow her fault, stating:  
I began to convince myself that it was all my fault, that I was guilty 
(Maria).   
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Scott also thought that the CSMIA may have been his fault, selecting this response when 
asked why he did not disclose the CSMIA at the time.   
These data, while minimal, suggest a possible correlation between naming and 
sexuality issues in CSMIA which would benefit from further research. However, what can be 
deduced from this survey is that how to name same-sex CSMIA and who to ‘blame’ for it, has 
many nuances, both individually and culturally speaking. One of those more obvious nuances 
would have to be the fact that this sexual misconduct happened in the context of the RCC with 
its dogmatic teachings on homosexuality (CCCb). This could have an impact on those caught 
up in same-sex CSMIA. More overtly abusive names being applied to such CSMIA may 
decrease implications of consent. As many of the cases already discussed reveal, some of the 
diversity in naming CSMIA can be connected to such consent issues, and related definitional 
ambiguity. 
6.10 CONSENT ISSUES IN NAMING 
In regards to the naming of CSMIA by outsiders of CSMIA, this naming, or perhaps 
more accurately, labelling, has a great impact on the victims/survivors thereof. It particularly 
has an impact on how those victims/survivors interpret what happened to them. Accordingly, 
labelling influences the way they themselves name their abuse (Fogler et al 2008a, 341; Isley 
et al. 2008, 210; Kennedy 2009, 37). This, in turn, can have a big impact on recovery (Fogler 
et al 2008a, 341; Isley et al. 2008, 210; Kennedy 2009, 37).   
For both the male and female respondents, perceptions of consent, too often 
connected merely to age, were seen as a great obstacle to others being able to perceive the 
CSMIA as abusive. This is particularly confirmed by the reasons given for not disclosing the 
CSMIA at the time (see Chapter 8 - Figure 8.1). Eleven respondents selected a range of 
reasons all relating to outsider perceptions of consent in some manner.  As much of the 
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thinking goes; because of their age, the ‘relationships’ must have been consensual affairs - 
these men and women must have been able to say ‘no’ (Fogler et al. 2008a, 349), or, the 
‘relationships’ may have also been simply a good thing that just turned sour (Schwartz and 
Leggett 1999). Wendy’s case reveals such an attitude:  
Two people initially told me that I did not have a case as I was an 
adult - ( [Towards Healing person] at the [city name] office of 
Towards Healing ), and, that if the “relationship” had continued 
positively I wouldn't be “crying about it now” - (a priest/psychologist). 
They assumed it was consensual and a positive experience (Wendy). 
 
Wendy’s statement, clearly expresses the perceptions of some who officially work under the 
umbrella of the RCC. It also shows how a clear and concise definition of consent in cases of 
CSMIA is as much needed as a clear and concise definition of CSMIA itself. Had Kennedy’s 
summary of consent below been the perception of CSMIA in the minds of the Towards 
Healing worker and the priest/psychologist in Wendy’s statement above, a whole new 
approach to her CSMIA would have been needed. Kennedy (2009) summary is as follow:  
Structurally, such relationships cannot constitute 'mutuality' whatever 
women (or others) believe. She may believe in her own consent or 
complicity. But, consent is not a de-contextual decision; it is an act in 
context. Clergy may not force, and the woman may desire him, but he 
has constructed this context, in which he makes her responsible, 
whilst relinquishing his responsibility for the boundary-keeping he 
knows he, as the professional, should maintain (131; in parenthesis, 
Kennedy).  
 
‘Consent’ in such a context does not have the needed qualities of being free, or, informed, 
mutual and meaningful (Peterson 1992, 124). Rather, as Kennedy (2009, 131) shows, in 
CSMIA there usually exists subtle manipulation by the cleric resulting mostly only in deeply 
confused submission, which is not consent (Fileborn 2011, 7-10; Kennedy 2009, 5, 35-
36,131, 145; McLaughlin 2007, 156; Peterson 1992, 124; Salmelainen and Coumarelos 1993, 
11; Schaefer 1994, 36).  
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In the cases of Winnie and the 2 other women (Cathy and Gail) who chose the term 
‘an affair’, as well as Christine who later said it was consensual, there is much evidence of 
‘confused submission’ rather than informed, mutual and meaningful /consent’ (Peterson 1992, 
124). For the rest of the respondents, regardless of how the CSMIA was named, while there 
were some expressions of confusion, clear consent was not at all admitted. 
6.11 CONCLUSION 
Language can be used for definitional control. Definitional control, which can also 
incorporate deliberate obfuscation, is one of the main mechanisms by which society and 
people are maintained, most often to benefit the desires and beliefs of those in power (Shupe 
1995, 27). As well, language in the context of sexual misconduct, violence and abuse, and 
CSMIA, is still very much a gender issue (Neuman 2006, 102-103; Smith 1997, 394; 
Westmarland 2001, para 3; Wylie 2003, 31). Traditionally, it has been according to the 
definitions and language of dominant men that the experiences of women and children have 
had to conform. The same applies to “subordinated and/or marginalised” men (Robertson 
2006, 105). While such androcentric definitional power can be found in many social 
structures and organisations, it is a particularly strong tradition within the Christian traditions 
(Flynn 2003, 10; Poling 2005, 56-63); the RCC being one of the more androcentric human 
institutions, power-wise (CCCe18; CCCd; CCCc; John Paul II 1994). As yet, there is no clear, 
concise and consistent language with which the respondents of this survey at least, were all  
 
                                                 
 
18 1577 "Only a baptized man (vir) validly receives sacred ordination."66 The Lord Jesus chose men (viri) to 
form the college of the twelve apostles, and the apostles did the same when they chose collaborators to 
succeed them in their ministry.67 The college of bishops, with whom the priests are united in the priesthood, 
makes the college of the twelve an ever-present and ever-active reality until Christ's return. The Church 
recognizes herself to be bound by this choice made by the Lord himself. For this reason, the ordination of 
women is not possible. 
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able to psychologically or socially and even legally fall back on. What is still needed is a 
definition which would include accountability on behalf of the cleric and his/her institution, 
for the losses, and the pain and suffering produced by CSMIA. However, within the RCC, as 
discussed in the Literature Review, there are highly restrictive and prejudicial perceptions of 
CSMIA, and of ‘vulnerable adults’. As well, there is a looseness and ambiguity when it 
comes to definitions of ‘consent’. The same also applies, at least culturally, to definitions of 
‘celibacy’ (Bordisso 2011, 6-9, 60-66; Sipe 1995, 66-72). Both this restrictiveness and 
looseness are operating parallel with one another. For the most, the outcome of this 
inadequate definitional mechanism does not benefit the victim/survivor in any way. It does, 
however, benefit the RCC legally, financially and characterologically. It would be relatively 
easy to assume that, if there existed, a clearer, more concise and consistent definition and 
even legal definition of CSMIA, this form of clerical misconduct would occur a great deal 
less than it does. It appears, however, that the Australian RCC, at present, given the 
definitions found in its most recent protection policies, (e.g. AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2014, 7; SJ 
2015, 20), prefers more restrictive definitions of ‘vulnerable adult’ and, therefore, when 
CSMIA actually occurs.  
As is apparent from the respondents here, no two cases of CSMIA are the same and 
many definitions abound. However, in the light of the research undertaken so far, there is only 
one valid discursive definition that has emerged which covers all or most events of CSMIA, 
and which needs to be reinforced. That definition, as many of the respondents of this study 
came themselves to appreciate, needs to clearly, consistently and concisely use language 
defining CSMIA as an abuse of power and position, an abdication of fiduciary duty and an act 
of serious professional boundary violation (Fortune 1989). As Kennedy above noted, this is 
the only perspective which allows for “a strong principle of accountability” (Kennedy 2009, 
37). To imply that victims of CSMIA, at least those in this survey, were involved merely in 
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mutually consensual affairs is to fly in the face of the reality of the evidence that both they, 
and other empirical research to date, present. Rather, these stories are of vulnerable people 
who became victims of serious abuses of power and position, and of professional boundary 
violations. Indeed, it is this play-out of power over vulnerability as experienced by 
victims/survivors of CSMIA, which needs a great deal more analysis. The respondents of this 


















Chapter 7:  POWER AND VULNERABILITY 
The ordinary man with extraordinary power is the chief danger for mankind 
- not the fiend or the sadist. 




Power being used to subdue those in a less powerful position, i.e. those who are 
vulnerable, is a reality found in all forms of sexual abuse and assault of women and men of all 
ages and abilities (Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003, 360-361, 363; Kahn et al. 2003, 240; 
McLean 2013, 41; Teaster 2002; Walker 2009, 96; Wang 2011, 168). It is particularly evident 
in the sexual abuse of children such as incest (Kluft 2010, 50-51, 54), and the clerical sexual 
abuse of children (Death 2013, 4, 25, 28; Isley et al. 2008, 204). This power/vulnerability 
dynamic was also clearly at work in CSMIA as well, as revealed by those who responded to 
this study.  
The role of the cleric is a very powerful one. It is their job to care for the laity in the 
day to day life of its religious institutions, and, for their eternal life as well. In turn, these 
clerics themselves “do not exist in an ordinary social-moral culture” (Sipe 1995, 30) but 
rather, one of male exclusivity of power. This has resulted from the RCC believing that it has 
been divinely instructed that only men may be ordained, thereby establishing itself as a 
patriarchal institution in which women are subordinate. It is also according to this belief that a 
cleric’s personal extraordinary powers to be ‘other Christs’ are, during ordination, bestowed 
from God through the historical lineage of Bishops, which began with Jesus Christ himself  
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(CCCe19; CCCd; CCCc; John Paul II 1994; see also footnote 18). Obvious power 
differentials, therefore, exist between clerics (and by association all vowed Religious (see 
CCCa)), and the laity (Doyle 2006, 190, 194-195). However, it is not so much the power 
differential itself that is the issue. All professional/client relationships have this power 
imbalance by virtue of the relationship of the seeking of the professional’s expertise 
(Marshall 2004, 1926). What is the issue is how that power differential is handled, or abused, 
by the more powerful person in the equation.  
Along with such obvious positional power differentials within RCC culture and 
teachings, there are also the personal ‘significant factors’ that may exist in the laity within 
that religion. For this study the terms ‘significant factor’ refers to personal, psychological, 
relational or spiritual difficulties or issues and events which were in respondents’ lives before 
and during CSMIA. As shall be shown below, these could also be classed as ‘vulnerabilities’, 
elements the Australian Government recognises to a certain extent when it defined 
‘vulnerable adults’ to mean: 
people aged 18 or over that access services to alleviate the effects of 
physical, social, financial and/or psychological disadvantage (Aus 
Gov 2009, 3). 
 
As such the two terms, ‘significant factor’ and ‘personal vulnerability’ have been used 
interchangeably. 
This chapter is concerned with coming to a deeper understanding of this power-
vulnerability dynamic within CSMIA events, through the experiences of the respondents in 
this study who have experienced such events. It will involve an analysis and discussion of 
                                                 
 
19 1548 In the ecclesial service of the ordained minister, it is Christ himself who is present to his Church as Head 
of his Body, Shepherd of his flock, high priest of the redemptive sacrifice, Teacher of Truth. This is what the 




how the positional and personal vulnerability of these respondents interacted with clerical 
positional and personal power: When a potentially abusive cleric enters such an equation, 
CSMIA can easily occur. However, and continuing the previous theme of language, the 
findings will be prefaced with a much needed discussion of who is a ‘vulnerable adult’ 
according to the most recently released protection policies within the Australian RCC. This is 
necessary because 78% of the adults in this study fall outside the RCC’s definition of 
‘vulnerable adult’ within those policies (e.g. AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2014, 7; SJ 2015, 20). 
However, for these adults, very real positional and personal vulnerabilities existed for them. 
Accordingly, the discussion will centre on respondents’ experiences of how their personal 
vulnerabilities were actually exploited by more powerful clerics to create interactions in 
which that CSMIA was able to begin and continue. This will include a short discussion on 
how the victims responded to the CSMIA as a reflection of the power-vulnerability dynamic.  
7.2 CHURCH DEFINITIONS OF ‘VULNERABLE ADULT’  
Without a broader understanding of ‘vulnerable adults’, there is little weight to 
claims of power differentials in CSMIA. This, indeed, appears to be the current position if the 
definitions of ‘vulnerable adult’ in recent Australian RCC protection policies are anything to 
go by. For the most, when discussing clerical sexual misconduct, these policies define this 
misconduct as the sexual abuse of children and vulnerable adults. In such a definition, the 
term ‘vulnerable’, refers to adults with either age-related, or, mental or physical disabilities. 
For example, in the Archdiocese of Brisbane’s “Safeguarding Children and Vulnerable 
Adults: Prevention and Protection Policy - July 2014” (SCVA), the following definition 
appears:  
Vulnerable Adults Those aged 18 or over, who may be in need of 
community services due to age, illness or a mental or physical 
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disability; or who may be unable to take care of him/herself or protect 
him/herself against significant harm or exploitation (AoB 2014, 6) 20. 
 
In the more recently published “Policy for Safeguarding Children and Vulnerable Adults” 
(PSCVA) (SJ 2015), the Society of Jesus (Jesuits) in Australia has used this same definition, 
itself acknowledging the Archdiocese of Brisbane document as its source and inspiration (see 
SJ 2015, 20-footnote 18). The Diocese of Toowoomba’s protection policy, also titled 
“Safeguarding Children and Vulnerable Adults” (DoT 2014), has adopted the same definition 
as well. As such, the RCC in the Brisbane archdiocese, the Toowoomba diocese and the 
Jesuits have chosen a very narrow definition of adult ‘vulnerability’ with which to approach 
CSMIA.  
Of further interest is that these definitions have been borrowed from documents and 
state departments from elsewhere (Kennedy 2009, 15; see also Aus Gov 2009, 3-4; Teaster 
2002, 11-12; see also footnote 20). The original aim of these earlier documents was broader. 
While protection from sexual assault is included in the original definitions (see Footnote 20), 
they are, for the most, dealing with physical and economic exploitation and neglect (Teaster 
2002, 11-12, 21). In the context then of the power-vulnerability dynamic of CSMIA, such a 
narrow definition of vulnerability is inadequate. In the context that these protection policies 
were written - that of clerical sexual misconduct and abuse - the only conclusion that one can 
make is that the RCC believes that any adult outside their definition of ‘vulnerable adult’ is 
able to “protect him/herself against significant harm or exploitation” of the sexual kind (AoB 
2014, 6; Aus Gov 2009, 4; DoT 2014, 7; SJ 2015, 20; Teaster 2002, 3). This borrowed 
definition of vulnerability serves the RCC well. This narrower definition of ‘vulnerable  
                                                 
 
20 This definition was taken from the UK’s CSAS – ‘Catholic Safeguarding Advisory Service’ who, in turn 
borrowed the definition from the document, No Secrets written up by the UK’s Department of Health & 
Home Office, 2000 (Kennedy 2009, 15; see also Kennedy 2009, 306,307). 
123 
adults’ excludes the positional vulnerability of otherwise normal adults. However, such adults 
may also be undergoing a myriad of significant personal issues which render them, for a time, 
‘vulnerable’ in so many possible personal ways. These are also excluded. 
According then to the writers of “Safeguarding Children and Vulnerable Adults” 
(AoB 2014 and DoT 2014), and “Policy for Safeguarding Children and Vulnerable Adults” 
(SJ 2015), only 6 of the 80 significant factors/vulnerabilities named by the 23 respondents to 
this study fit within their given definitions of who is a ‘vulnerable adult’. As such, also 
according to this dominant RCC definition, at least 78% of the respondents to this survey 
should, could or would have been able to “protect him/herself against significant harm or 
exploitation” (AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2014, 7; SJ 2015, 20). According to these respondents, this 
simply was far from true. As such, the definition of ‘vulnerable adult’ taken up by these RCC 
policies for use in the context of CSMIA is highly inadequate.  
In regards to other official church definitions, in the major document of the National 
Committee for Professional Standards Office (Towards Healing) titled “Integrity in Ministry” 
(NCPS 2010a), the terms ‘vulnerable’, and ‘adult’ or ‘women’/’men’, are never found 
together. Adults as possible victims of clerical sexual misconduct are only mentioned twice, 
in passing: 
The objectives of this document are:…to support clergy and religious 
in their concern to protect children and adults from all abuses of 
power, including sexual abuse and harassment; (Point 5: IIM 2004, 
vi);  
 
Pastoral love requires that clergy and religious respect the physical 
and emotional boundaries appropriate to relationships with adults and 
minors (NCPS 2010a, 3). 
 
Having mentioned adults in these two statements, “Integrity in Ministry” (NCPS 2010a) then 
discusses almost exclusively, abuse in the context of children. However, in another document 
titled “Towards Healing” (NCPS 2010b), there has been some shift in approach: 
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‘Vulnerable person’ or ‘vulnerable adult’ means: a person who has 
recently suffered bereavement, marriage breakdown or other such 
adversity making them in particular need of pastoral support, or a 
person with an intellectual disability, mental illness or other 
impairment that makes it difficult for that person to protect themselves 
from abuse or exploitation (NCPS 2010b, 5). 
 
The National Committee for Professional Standards (NCPS) is the main official body dealing 
with cases of sexual abuse by clerics and others holding official roles within the RCC in 
Australia21. As such, what their documents say reveals a great deal in how sexual abuse by 
clergy is perceived and portrayed. The above definition (NCPS 2010b) does acknowledge the 
reality of at least one form or expression of personal vulnerability: events or situations that 
are “recent” and involving relationship “adversity” (NCPS 2010b). However, not even this 
one concession has found its way into the later developed archdiocesan, diocesan and 
Religious Order definitions of vulnerable adults (AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2014, 7; SJ 2015, 20), 
The Diocese of Ballarat, tellingly somewhat an epicentre of clerical sexual abuse in 
Australia’s Roman Catholic Church, is the only exception. Its policy was the only one that 
could be found which showed some deeper thought in regards to who is a vulnerable person 
(DoB 2014, 3-4). However, while also acknowledging the assistance of the Archdiocese of 
Brisbane (DoB 2014, 4), its definition goes far beyond that of SCVA (AoB 2014): 
Vulnerable people include: Children; The frail and elderly; Refugees; 
An adult who has suffered bereavement, marriage or relationship 
breakdown or other adversity which puts them in particular need of 
pastoral support; A person who has an intellectual disability, mental 
illness or other impairment that makes it difficult for them to protect 
themselves from abuse or exploitation; A person under the influence 




                                                 
 
21 The Archdiocese of Melbourne under Archbishop Pell, developed its own response called “The Melbourne 
Response”. 
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As such, it is clear that there is much inconsistency even in the narrower definitions of who is 
a vulnerable adult within the RCC. Furthermore, in almost every other major 
archdiocesan/diocesan protection policy, if those policies existed, the term ‘vulnerable adult’ 
is either missing, or mentioned but not defined; either this or the reader is referred to the 
policy documents “Towards Healing” (NCPS 2010b). 
One official Christian Church document found, which expressed a profound 
understanding of vulnerability, was that of the United Reform Church’s “Preserving the 
Integrity of the Body: Sexual Ethics within the United Reformed Church” (URC 2006): 
To be vulnerable is to lack adequate power or resources in a given 
situation to choose for oneself. Exploitation of vulnerability and 
disadvantage is strongly condemned in the Bible. It can be a 
temporary state (and does not just apply to the young, the disabled and 
the elderly, though certainly to those groups), and may exist alongside 
the ability to function adequately in family or professional life, so that 
it is precisely in the pastoral relationship where one risks exposing 
one’s deepest fears, pains and longing (URC 2006).  
 
Such a definition of vulnerability goes far beyond those found to date within the RCC. While 
not overtly stating as much, it is no coincidence that this United Reform Church document 
has been based on the writings of feminist theorists and writers such as Fortune, Cooper-
White and Poling, as evidenced in its reference list (URC 2006, 28-39). However, in a similar 
way to Westmarland’s (2001, 9) comment that feminist research methodology is not good 
because it is ‘feminist’, but rather, because it is simply good research methodology, the 
principles in this document are good not because they are ‘feminist’ but because they are 
simply good principles. They are principles which accord value to the lived reality of victims 
and uphold their human and, as the quote suggests, their ‘God-given’ rights. 
From the evidence that could be found then, it appears that the broader RCC has yet 
to officially and culturally recognise and define the existence of all forms of personal adult 
vulnerability as well as the positional vulnerability of adult laity and lesser/younger clerics. 
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Along with this recognition and definition would be the related recognition of how 
exploitation can occur even in the context of positional vulnerability alone, because of the 
power imbalance inherent within such relationships. The existence and role of ‘positional 
power’ and how it inter-relates with positional and personal vulnerability in CSMIA is 
understated, minimalised, not believed or simply missing. When RCC documents and 
policies are juxtaposed with the realities of victims of CSMIA, the contrast between outsider-
insider realities is too obvious. 
7.3 FINDINGS IN RELATION TO POWER AND VULNERABILITY 
Before moving on to the particular significant issues in the lives of the respondents 
in this study, aside from those listed in Figure 7.1, one form of vulnerability which needs 
separate attention was evident in the data - the positional vulnerability of age. While turning 
18 years old is an automatic event, reaching such an age does not automatically render a 
person beyond exploitation or abuse. In his observations of victims, Doyle (2006), while only 
inferring physical youth, makes an important point: “These victims were almost universally 
devout, believing, and in most cases religiously naive Catholics (Doyle 2006, 208; emphasis 
mine). According to Byrne (2010) study most victims were also sexually naïve (2010, 37). In 
relation to the respondents of this survey, there was a range of perceptual development. 
However, because the modal age of CSMIA onset fell between the 18 and 20, there was a 
substantial skewing towards women and men who were young single adults at the time, with, 
according to their own testimonies, relatively tentative and naive psychological, social and 
spiritual world-views.   
Becoming a physically or socially defined adult, does not automatically provide the 
cognitive/personal development and spiritual and theological understanding to be able to 
recognise and ward off CSMIA, or, to use the definition the RCC adheres to, “to protect 
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themselves from abuse or exploitation” (AoB 2014, 6; DoT 2014, 7; NCPS 2010b, 5; SJ 
2015, 20). Also, Roman Catholic teaching and cultural often induces and promotes in adults a 
childlike admiration and respect for clerics which is instilled at a very young age for most 
Roman Catholics (Doyle 2006, 194-195, 199). As Doyle (2006) further explains: 
Nearly all Catholic clergy abuse victims come from devout families 
who are often deeply involved in the life of the institutional church. 
Such families have generally internalized the belief that priests are 
exalted and superior personages (205).  
 
When combined with general age-based naivety, new and dangerous possibilities are set in 
place for the more trusting and submissive Catholic. Many respondents in this study confirm 
this. Andy, James, Agnes, Ann, Edith to name just five, confirm Doyle’s insight; they 
described themselves as naïve and too trusting of, and too submissive to the RCC and its 
clerics: 
I have come to realise how trusting and naive I was as a child/young 
adult and believed everything the Clergy and Religious;  
I wish I hadn’t been so naive and trusting of Clergy and Religious 
(Andy - 20 years old when the CSMIA began). 
 
It was very confusing. He was a Brother of high standing and respect. I 
just trusted him but felt uncomfortable too (James, 18 years old when 
the CSMIA began). 
 
I was such a baby at 18-19 (Agnes). 
 
Why do you think you have the right to muscle in using your position 
of status to win over a vulnerable young girl with a disability (Ann, 19 
years old when the CSMIA began). 
 
Women and men whose CSMIA began at this early age were the predominant group in this 
survey. As their own words explain, they were people with little ability at the time to fully 
understand the complexities of what was occurring. As such, these were also people who 
were particularly vulnerable in situations of power imbalance. However, as Edith, 29 years 
old when the CSMIA began, shows, such naivety can still be present even at a later age.  
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I still can’t believe I was so naïve that I was able to let this person get 
into my head and soul in the way that this person did (Edith, 29 years 
old when the CSMIA began). 
 
All of these respondents identified in some way as ‘vulnerable adults’ at the time the CSMIA 
started, regardless of the much narrower definitions of ‘vulnerable adults’ accepted by the 
RCC. For most, with positional vulnerability came personal ones. 
7.3.1 Significant factors/vulnerabilities 
Figure 7.1 reveals the types and levels of all types of significant factors that existed 
in the lives of victims/survivors leading up to and at the time the CSMIA began. 
 
Figure 7.1: Significant factors at the time of CSMIA (n=23) 
129 
In total, individual/personal issues were by far the most frequently selected making 
up 76% of significant issues present. The highest scoring personal significant issues were, in 
descending frequency, ‘spiritual confusion/faith crisis’, 45%; ‘emotional/psychological 
issues/crisis’, 35%; ‘I was lonely’, 35%; ‘I suffered depression’, 30%; and ‘previous sexual 
abuse’ 30%. Other factors included sexual identity issues; illnesses; alcohol and drug abuse; 
mental illnesses of varying degrees and emotional and physical abuse in the home (see figure 
7.1). While all of the issues warrant their own discussion, given the subject matter and 
context of this study, two vulnerabilities - ‘spiritual confusion/faith crisis’ and ‘previous 
sexual abuse’ - are particularly pertinent and need closer analysis. 
7.3.1.1 ‘Previous sexual abuse’ 
One of the first questions asked relating to the existence of personal vulnerabilities 
or significant issues, was whether respondents had been subject to childhood sexual abuse. 
This question was included as research shows a strong correlation between childhood abuse, 
re-victimisation at a later age, and the resulting long-term sequelae of harmful effects into 
adult life (Chan 2011; Chibnall et al. 1998, 161; Classen et al. 2005; Cloitre et al. 2002; 
Dong, Anda, Dube, Giles and Felitti 2003, 636; Loeb et al. 2011; Walker 2009, 86-88). 
Cloitre et al’s (2002) findings are particularly important as shall be shown later: 
The data suggest that sexual abuse affects high levels of psychiatric 
distress and symptomatology as well as interfering with one of the 
most critical developmental tasks of childhood, that of interpersonal 
functioning. The experience of boundary intrusion by a trusted adult 
or caregiver results in negatively valenced, rigid, and maladaptive 
expectations of relational patterns overall… Negativity, rigidity, and 
lack of complementarity in interpersonal schemas may predispose 
some abused [people] to “repeat” these patterns (109). 
 
This ‘predisposition’ to ‘repeat’ these patterns is what can make previously abused people 
more prone to exploitation by clerics (Cloitre et al. 2002, 93-95; Lamb 1986, 305; Kennedy 
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2009, 45-46). As shall be shown, this seems indeed to have been the case for some of the 
respondents to this survey. 
A further question was also asked as to whether the respondents had experienced 
CSMIA with more than one cleric. The responses given for both previous childhood abuse as 
well as other cleric abuse showed that a connection between childhood sexual abuse and later 
sexual assaults as adults existed for the respondents for this survey as well. Forty-eight 
percent of respondents (11women and 2 men) had experienced childhood sexual abuse, while 
48% (11women and 2 men) reported that more CSMIA had occurred with clerics other than 
the one highlighted in their responses22. Nine respondents, all women, stated that they had 
experienced both. Of the 13 respondents who had experienced CSMIA with more than one 
cleric, for 5 women and 2 men this was with one more cleric; for 4 women, two more clerics; 
and for 2 women, three more clerics. One respondent qualified her experiences thus: 
I have just realised that I was used by another cleric before the main 
one but it was non-genital and I therefore thought it was ‘alright’. My 
lawyer has recently exclaimed ‘no it was not alright!’ (Ann).  
 
Another woman who experienced other CSMIA stated that her CSMIA also involved a 
minister from another denomination: 
Second abuse was from my spiritual director. Third and most 
damaging occurred whilst studying theology. This was by a 
[denomination withheld] minister who happened to be the Dean of the 
faculty (Grace). 
 
In regards to previous childhood sexual abuse, 3 respondents also qualified the event/s: 
At age 9 by stranger, at age 16 by guy 5 years older, rape at age 18 
(Tanya). 
 
                                                 
 
22 The figures for respondents having experienced CSMIA with more than one cleric have been adjusted. When 
analysing the data, it became clear that some respondents interpreted the question as being about more than 
one event as opposed to the intended meaning of, with more than one cleric or, with another cleric other than 
the one concerning this survey. As such only those who had clearly stated that there had been other different 
clerics with whom CSMIA had occurred have been included here. Also, the two results given here do not 
necessarily involve the same respondents – the equal number of responses is coincidental. 
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I was sexually abused as a child and it continued into adulthood but 
not at the hands of the same person/s although all clerics (Maria). 
 
I think the first abuse did the damage. I was 9 when a newly ordained 
priest visited my grandma. He wanted to hear my confession. During 
the confession he took my hand and put it in his cassock pocket (a 
false pocket) and placed it on his erect penis. I kicked him and was 
told off by my grandma who wasn’t aware of the happening (Grace). 
 
Most victims in this study did experience their CSMIA while seeking the help of 
clerics to try to resolve personal issues. For others, those personal issues simply existed at the 
time. However, for the 48% of these respondents who had experienced previous childhood 
sexual abuse, their other personal issues for which they sought help were connected to this 
previous abuse. Tanya and Michael are examples: Both had experienced sexual abuse as 
children. Tanya’s experiences of previous abuse led her to seek help to “recover from 
trauma”, particularly from the rape which had occurred only a year prior to the CSMIA. 
Tanya also selected the following as ‘significant factors’ that existed at the time of the 
CSMIA: ‘I had been sexually abused (other than by the cleric here involved)’; ‘emotional 
abuse’; ‘relationship crisis/problems’; ‘I suffered depression’; ‘emotional/psychological 
issues/crisis’; and ‘spiritual confusion/faith crisis’. One male respondent, Michael, also 
selected ‘I had been sexually abused (other than by the cleric here involved)’; ‘I suffered 
depression’; ‘Emotional/psychological issues/crisis’; ‘Spiritual confusion/faith crisis’ as well 
as ‘Sexual identity confusion/crisis’. Interestingly, both Tanya and Michael, responding to the 
question regarding victim/survivor perception of the cleric, (see Figure 7.2) selected almost 
every term; more than any other respondent: Tanya selected 12 out of a possible 17; and 
Michael, 13 out of the 17. Both also selected terms that could easily fall within transference-
like perceptions (see Flynn 2003, 23-27; Kennedy 2009, 303; Schaefer 1994): e.g. ‘parental 
figure’, ‘hero’ and ‘representative of Christ’.  
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For the potentially abusive cleric, previously abused people are, sadly, ready and 
available targets (Flynn 2003, 19; Garland and Argueta 2010, 4). However, in the end, there is 
only one element needed for interactions between clergy and previous victims of sexual 
abuse/assault (or indeed, anyone with vulnerabilities) to become exploitative, as Kennedy 
(2009) states:    
In a meta-analytic review of re-victimisation studies (Messman-Moore 
& Long, 2003) the authors argue that this query is not intrapersonal 
but interpersonal: history of sexual victimisation only increases 
risk/vulnerability to further abuse if there is a perpetrator who is 
prepared to take advantage of this (46; emphasis, mine). 
 
As such any possible victim blaming resulting from such situations, can never be justified 
because of the personal vulnerability of the victim and inherent power imbalance that exists 
as a result. In the case where such a process may occur in cleric/lay person interaction, the 
cleric is always responsible if the interaction becomes sexualised (Kennedy 2009; 131; 
Schaefer 1994, 36). Tanya came to realise this: 
I was depressed and frequently suicidal. In retrospect NONE OF IT 
WOULD HAVE HAPPENED except that HE INITIATED a sexual 
relationship. I can say for absolute certain that, if it was up to me at 
all, I would have followed my sense that he was celibate and out of 
bounds. I fell for his bull-shit because I was convinced he was truly 
holy (Tanya; emphasis hers).  
 
The previously abused client/lay person, like Tanya, is positionally and personally very 
vulnerable; the cleric is positionally and personally very powerful, even if he himself may 
have unresolved issues of his own which may lead him or her to exploit others (Benson 1994; 
Birchard 2000; Celenza 2006; Fones et al. 1999; Irons and Laaser 1994; Kennedy 2009, 131; 
Plante and Aldgridge 2005; Sipe 1995). Sadly, as Tanya’s statement expresses, when clerics 
manipulate others who are vulnerable and/or insecure, in any way and for any reason, victims 
are often ‘willing’ to suspend their own judgement and defer to the cleric’s, because they are 
a cleric (Garland and Argueta 2010, 4, 10-11, 20-22). When that cleric adds confusing but 
133 
often deeply appreciated proclamations of love and admiration for the victim, and then 
defines these as some sort of proof of the ‘rightness’ of the ‘relationship’, then the 
manipulation becomes more entangling and embedded (Garland and Argueta 2010, 11). Such 
behaviour is a very serious abuse of power over vulnerability and needs to be exposed as 
such. As Edith states, there is, therefore, a need for some form of protection for vulnerable 
adults:  
People need to be made aware that this is happening and the legal 
system needs to hold these people more accountable. These people 
should not be able to continue as priests (Edith). 
 
Such behaviour is beginning to be noticed legally, and related matters researched (Formicola 
2007; Marshall 2004; Tobin and Helge 2013; Townsley 2007; Villiers 1996). The Australian 
RCC is also beginning to seek legal advice in regards to clerical sexual misconduct 
(Woodward 2009). And yet, new protection policies are not acknowledging broader 
vulnerabilities. One of these broader vulnerabilities particularly pertinent to this study is 
‘spiritual/faith crisis’ a common enough significant issue given the context of the RCC. 
7.3.1.2 ‘Spiritual confusion/faith crisis’ 
 
For 39% (8 women and 1 man) of respondents in this survey, there already existed a 
‘spiritual/faith crisis’ as well as other personal issues when the CSMIA began. This is not 
unusual given that theirs was a religious context. However, it is within this context that there 
is a major factor which rarely exists in other contexts of sexual assault/abuse. This is the 
‘God-factor’: 
A primary difference between the secular and religious counselors is 
distinguished by the ‘God factor’- that is, the power and authority of 
clergy are often perceived as being derived from God (Flynn 2003, 8).  
 
It is to this ‘God-factor’ of the cleric that Catholics come for spiritual direction and help with 
more specific spiritual/faith crises. When CSMIA occurs, then, what most often ensues is 
134 
even more significant spiritual or more accurately, psycho-spiritual damage (Doyle 2006, 
207-298; McLaughlin 1994). This is also often, over and above that which was already being 
experienced.  
Some of the most frequent and disturbing expressions of clerical exploitation as 
revealed by respondents were in the form of power abuse using a sexualised spirituality. This 
form of abuse has so much potential to destroy a person’s psycho-spiritual equilibrium in life. 
For all the following respondents, this was certainly the case. Their Catholicism was an 
important variable in their CSMIA; they were all ‘very committed’ to their religion at the 
time the CSMIA began. All were, however, seeking psycho-spiritual assistance.  However, 
their commitment to their quest was seriously challenged by CSMIA: 
I had to agree to providing a body massage in order to receive 
forgiveness for my sins... (Andy).  
Not mincing his words, Andy later says: 
If I had been wiser I would have never been to confess my sins or seek 
counselling from Priests. I would tell them what hypocrites they are 
and how they screwed up life with my family members especially my 
parents… You people are beyond contempt. You are the most 
deceitful of people. You are not messengers of Jesus but are the most 
corrupt people. You hide each other and prey on the weak. You are the 
“killers” of the human spirit (Andy). 
I wanted to give everything to the service of the Church but now feel I 
have been betrayed and don’t want contact with the official church 
(James). 
 
One respondent, Scott, said that, because of the CSMIA during spiritual direction and 
confession while in the seminary, “I lost my ‘vocation’ and left the Church” (Scott). 
Edith’s story is the most complete and revealing when analysing the abuse of power 
which involves spirituality being twisted in with the sexual abuse. In her account she explains 
how she sought out the assistance of a highly respected spiritual director in order to deal with 
many spiritual/faith issues. However, the following sections express most powerfully the 
aspects of power and its relationship to spiritual and sexual abuse in her CSMIA: 
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He didn’t tell me God wanted us to have sex. He made out that it was 
between God and me and that I was to detach from him and just look 
at God [during the sex]. He spiritualized the whole thing. 
He even said that when he offered Mass he would have me on the 
paten23 as he celebrated (Edith). 
 
Within Roman Catholicism, particularly traditional Roman Catholicism, the type that Edith 
lived, ‘spiritual direction’ was highly valued and taken very seriously. As such, Edith’s “very 
holy” spiritual director was easily able to manipulate her desire for spiritual growth and her 
admiration for him, to further entrap her by ensuring that the abuse would not be discovered 
or disclosed:  
He said nobody would understand because it was so spiritual and that 
if I said anything it would completely destroy it and we would never 
be able to continue the relationship and that it would be my fault. He 
expected me to refer to him as Father. 
 
I believed I had been given some spiritual insight and I wanted to talk 
about it with others but he said that because of this special relationship 
with God other people would not understand its depth or significance 
and that therefore I should not tell anyone about what was happening 
(Edith). 
 
For Edith, this priest, the ‘provincial of his order’, was “extremely powerful and highly 
respected within the order” and she “was in awe of him”. When he died, Edith had this to say 
as to how she saw him at that time:  
I believed he must have gone straight to heaven and must have been a 
saint. He had been the author of books and people talked about him 
like he was some really saintly man (Edith). 
 
This cleric, therefore, was perceived by Edith to be powerful and holy, and to have the 
spiritual answers she sought. He indeed had much positional and personal power. However, in 
Edith’s case this cleric chose to seriously abuse that power by exploiting a vulnerable, and 
(self-defined) needy and naïve adult in such deeply deceitful ways.  
                                                 
 




These few extracts from a much larger account that Edith provided, shows clearly 
how spiritual trust can be deeply abused. It shows also how spiritual and general naivety can 
be thoroughly exploited, how women and men longing for and needing love, meaning and 
friendship, all intermingled with a desire for depth of spirituality, can have these needs and 
desires seriously manipulated and abused by clerics; ‘professional’ holy men (Shupe 1995, 
4124). These men chose to breach their professional and sacred boundaries for their own 
pleasure (Byrne 2010, 37). In Edith’s case, reflecting many other respondents’ experiences of 
CSMIA, sexual exploitation occurred in the context of spiritual direction. For most of the 
others, the CSMIA also occurred in the context of religious living. However, some elements 
of vulnerability were also related to more relational or practical realities in the respondents’ 
lives. 
7.3.1.3 ‘Relational’ and ‘practical’ issues 
 
Sixteen percent, or 13 of a total of 80 responses selected, were examples of various 
forms of what could be classed as ‘relational’ issues. These were, ‘domestic violence in the 
home’, (1 woman and 1 man); ‘relationship crisis/problems’, (5 women and 1 man); ‘death of 
a loved one/friend’, (2 women); ‘parent’s death’, (2 women); and ‘I experienced difficulties 
with my children’, 1 woman responding as such. 
One final category of vulnerability involved significant practical issues. These 
elicited 6% of the possible responses. These were ‘job loss/employment problems’ with 1 
                                                 
 
24 Anson Shupe, explains how, anthropologically, from the beginning of settled communities, there emerged 
“two specialised professions: the warrior caste and the priesthood”, the latter being the healers/shamans who 
exercised enormous power over their communities often “not without a certain amount of manipulation, if not 
outright duping in its performance” (Shupe 1995, 41). As such, he says somewhat humorously, “we can 
summise that prostitution, contrary to its reputation, is probably not the oldest profession. Rather, the clergy 
is” (Shupe 1995, 41). 
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male responding as such; ‘I was a single parent’, (2 women); and ‘serious financial stress’, 
(2women and 2 men).  
7.4 THE POSITIONALLY POWERFUL CLERIC 
In all the above cases, both positional and personal vulnerabilities were deeply 
exploited by highly powerful clerics. These clerics were commissioned by the RCC to 
represent God and Jesus Christ (CCCc). One of the main reasons why clerics can achieve 
such levels of exploitation, and often so easily, is because they are clerics, and, they belong to 
a respected, powerful, historical institution. The everyday life of that institution brings cleric 
and adults together in frequent and often very personal interactions. 
It becomes clear when reading the accounts of CSMIA presented by the respondents 
in this survey, that the intimacy that developed/s between cleric and lay person in the course 
of their spiritual life and their relationship to their cleric/spiritual guide, created the opening 
for CSMIA to occur. The positional power of the cleric is a major factor in such relationships; 
they are the experts to whom others reveal deeply intimate details about their lives (Marshall 
2004, 1926; Tobin and Helge 2103, 159). Trust is the hallmark of these close, 
personal/spiritual relationships (Marshall 2004, 1926), trust and a great deal of admiration of 
and respect not just personally for the cleric but for their position and role as well. The 




Figure 7.2: Perception/Role of cleric at the time of CSMIA (n=25) 
The role of the cleric as being a spiritual professional dominated with 40% (10) of 
respondents choosing ‘spiritual advisor/director’ with related roles such as ‘counsellor’; 
‘confessor’; and ‘representative of Christ’ following close behind. Most respondents selected 
more than one response, often merging the different professional, idealistic and relational 
perceptions, a merging, while possible, not usually occurring in other professions such as 
psychiatry, law or medicine (Kennedy 2009, 102-103).  
Listening to the stories of the inner conflict of victims resulting from CSMIA is a very 
crucial aspect of this study. It reveals the power/vulnerability dynamic resulting from such 
manipulation, in a painfully clear form. It also explains how the manipulation by clerics of 
vulnerable people was achieved. 
7.4.1 Power over vulnerability in action - The grooming phase 
The time where one can observe power over vulnerability in action most clearly is in 
the grooming phase of CSMIA. During this period, the perception of the cleric plays a crucial 
139 
part. As such, this phase needs special attention, as does the reactions of victims to the initial 
sexual contact or attempt thereof. 
The adulation of clerics by potential victims contributes to the ease with which 
abusive clerics can groom those victims. However, the opposite is also true. Three women 
respondents rejected outright the sexual advances of their abusive cleric. As such, the CSMIA 
did not progress after the initial attempt/s. What these three women all had in common was a 
general lack of any sense of awe towards the abusive clerics and indeed, clerics in general. As 
one of these three women, Carol, a parish secretary, revealingly stated: 
I know of priests who have girlfriends and boyfriends whom they go 
away with on holidays and in some parishes it’s not unusual for the 
parish priest to have their pastoral workers stay overnight. I know of 
priests who go away to Bangkok for the lady boys and no one bats an 
eyelid. Church leaders have no idea what their priests are getting up to 
and don’t care as long as it doesn’t embarrass the bishop (Carol). 
 
Flynn (2003, 140) also had a few cases where participants had been “detuned” from “the 
prevalent cultural ‘can do no wrong’ God-factor norm” perception of clerics. Such women 
saw their abusive clerics not at all as ‘gurus’ or ‘heroes’ or the like, but simply as men 
behaving badly. However, such respondents were the exception by far. Most victims were 
vulnerable people from deeply Catholic families with their inherent admiration and respect 
for clerics. As such, grooming was all too easily achieved by unethical clerics (Benkert and 
Doyle 2009).  
The data in Figure 7.3 give some insight into the grooming process used by clerics in 
the lives of the respondents and how common such tactics were.  
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0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14
Other
They told me they really cared about me
They told me they loved me
They took me to lunch/dinner
They told me what we were doing was not wrong
They offered me gifts
They told me to follow their advice even if I
thought it wrong
They offered me alcohol
They offered me special roles in Church activities
They told me that this is what I really needed or
wanted
They told me I must submit to Church leadership
They physically restrained me
They offered to watch pornography with me




Figure 7.3: Events which occurred before the CSMIA began (n=22) 
As can be seen, the preferred tactics of clerics involve emotional assertions of love and care 
by the cleric: Forty-nine percent (22) selected statements of clerical proclamations of love and 
care such as; ‘they told me they really cared about me’, (8 women and 4 men) and, ‘they told 
me they loved me’, (8 women and 2 men).  
However, some clerics also used their clerical authority to more overtly steer the 
‘relationship’: They asserted themselves as leaders and experts by telling 5 women and 1 man 
that ‘what they were doing was not wrong’; 3 women and 1 man ‘to follow the cleric’s advice 
even if [the victim] thought it was wrong’; 1 woman and 1 man to ‘submit to church 
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leadership’; and 1 woman that she ‘must submit to God’s representative’. On a more physical 
level, alcohol was offered to 3 women and 1 man; and physical restraint was used against 1 
man.  
The particularly religious context of CSMIA, the perceptions of clerics and the 
powerful roles they enjoy, allows those clerics to move quickly and deeply into the intimate 
lives of those who come to them for guidance or companionship in some way (Flynn 2003, 
19; Garland and Argueta 2010, 4; Lee 2014, 104-108). As Sarah, a young nun at the time of 
the CSMIA explains:  
I trusted him with confidences, and only realised later that he was 
grooming me and waiting for his opportunity (Sarah).  
 
Sarah was seeing the cleric for spiritual direction. Those meetings soon became sexualised by 
the cleric. Scott, a 19-year-old postulant in a Religious Order, explained how sometimes 
confession can be one activity in particular which can incorporate grooming. After revealing 
personal sexual issues during confession, Scott’s spiritual director used the event to ‘discuss’ 
Scott’s problem with him. The abusive cleric then used his positional and personal power as 
spiritual director to groom him. Scott was vulnerable in his position, his youth and naivety, 
and his required trust in and obedience to his superior/director. The CSMIA events Scott 
recounts in this survey, soon followed. 
James was told that one of the things he had to do for his novice master was “to prove 
my physical sexuality to him so I could be a Religious Brother with them”. This ‘proving’, 
like with Scott, also involved the cleric ‘masturbating me’ amongst other forms of sexual 
expression. For these three respondents, all student clerics, their CSMIA occurred in the 
context of spiritual direction. This was also one finding in Chibnall et al’s (1998) study of 
Catholic nuns: 
the most common type of exploiter was a priest (accounting for half 
of the cases of exploitation), most commonly acting in the role of 
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spiritual director (158; in parenthesis, theirs).  
 
Maria, the forth ‘Religious’ respondent in this study, a young professed nun at the time, was 
abused by her Mother Superior. Again according to Chibnall et al’s study (1998, 159), 
Maria’s CSMIA was not completely unusual. In their study of abused nuns: “more than one 
quarter of the exploitation events were perpetrated by women (usually other Sisters) acting in 
powerful roles such as mentor, advisor, formation director, superior, and teacher”. In Maria’s 
case, the CSMIA did not involve specific grooming but rather direct over-powering. This was 
easier to do in Maria’s case as she was a professed nun, committed to Religious vows, 
including obedience. The other difference in Maria’s case was that she, unlike Scott, James 
and Sarah, had no admiration for her abuser. She describes her abuse much more bluntly: 
She made me do those sexual things to her as her way of abasing me, 
making me feel guilty and demeaned. I felt that she got a sense of 
power out of it as well, as well as sexual relief…..The practise of my 
religion and the sexual activities with the superior caused me 
psychological conflict (Maria). 
 
What this statement also shows is the inner conflict Maria felt as a result of the CSMIA. 
While hating the experience/s Maria felt she had to submit to her ‘superior’s’ demands even 
when it involved sexual assault. Interestingly, Scott and James, as well as Maria, stated that 
they were heterosexual at the time of the CSMIA. This shows the power that their abusive 
clerics had, to groom and manipulate them to behave in ways that contradicted not just their 
religious beliefs, but perhaps even their own sexual preferences or beliefs. Such behaviour 
had strong Catholic taboos inherent in them as did indeed, any sexual behaviour outside of 
marriage (CCCb). Byrne’s (2010) study provided similar examples of this occurring (2010, 
21-25, 39-45). 
 Just as with the women mentioned above, and consistent with stories in Byrne (2010, 
21-25, 39-45), Scott’s, James’ and Maria’s inner conflict and confusion about what was 
occurring was directly related to the fact that the clerics were of high standing. All had 
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positionally powerful roles such as postulant/novice master, spiritual director or, Mother 
Superior in the Religious Order at the time. The whole purpose of such roles is to guide and 
teach, and support the young men and women in Religious life and to care for them in the 
process. When such a powerful and ‘holy’ role is abused in such a way, it cannot help but 
create deep and understandable confusion (Doyle 2006, 190). Sadly, for these three, as well as 
for Sarah and Teresa, the context of Religious life itself, created the perfect opportunity for an 
abuse of power and for the controlling of others. This was especially the case if the victim 
was a naïve and ‘captive’ postulant/novice, such as were Scott and James: James explains: 
I was a trainee Brother aged 18 – 19. He was a Brother Superior of the 
community and Novice Master and my spiritual guide. He controlled 
my life there (James).  
 
All the men in this survey were relatively young at the time of CSMIA. They were 
also, by self-description, naïve, impressionable and trusting. Naivety, including theological or 
spiritual naivety as well as sexual naivety (Byrne 2010, 37), was indeed a common theme 
throughout the survey results.  
Particularly pertinent for this study was that for many of the respondents, that naivety 
was utilised in the grooming. As well, for Ann already mentioned previously, and Wendy in 
particular, the intentions of the clerics only became more obvious once the victims/survivors 
were out of the ‘illegal’ zone25, or, 18 years old.  
Two years of grooming. Seeking me out, holding hands, cuddles, 
attending activities with our group, phone calls. Once I turned 18, 
sexual abuse began (Wendy). 
Further on she elaborates: 
 
From age 16-18 he was mentor, chaplain, we talked, he supported. 
After 18 when sexual abuse started there were no further friendship 
                                                 
 
25 This is according to the thinking of the clerics at least, it seems. The age of majority and the age of ‘consent’ 
have changed throughout history: As Ann explained: “Mind you we were not adult then. I was not an adult 
until 21. This is something that needs to be recognised. Gough changed the age”.  Ann was groomed until she 
was 18 years old (1972), then, she says, the relationship became sexual. 
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talks or support, it became purely satisfying his sexual needs when he 
wanted. Told me to trust him (Wendy).  
 
Such examples of CSMIA show how, in some cases of CSMIA, elements of pre-meditation 
and calculation obviously existed. Others may not have been so consciously calculating: 
Agnes discusses an “interesting” phone call she received towards the end of 2013, from the 
cleric with whom she had had, as she named it, ‘an affair’:  
Several months ago when the hearings into clerical abuse were 
beginning, [the cleric] rang me and asked how old I was when it all 
happened (Agnes). 
 
Awareness of age or not, such statements expose an understanding on behalf of the clerics 
involved, of the criminality or at least immorality of their actions, and a breaching of ethical 
boundaries in CSMIA. They also suggest conscious grooming and manipulation by a 
powerful but unethical cleric in action. 
If the perceptions of clerics just prior to the CSMIA (see Figure 7.2 above) are 
anything to go by, most respondents had every reason to be trusting of their clerics. However, 
that trust became a catalyst for grooming and was severely betrayed, a process also highly 
evidenced in the literature and reports on clerical sexual abuse of children (Death 2013, 4, 16, 
19, 22-29; John Jay Report 2004, 66-68). The entrapment phase is no different - power over 
vulnerability reigns. 
7.4.2 Power over vulnerability in action - The entrapment phase 
While some respondents expressed an initial appreciation of the affection being 
shown to them, it was not long before that affection required an expression of reciprocation 
(Garland and Argueta 2010, 16). The ‘affection’ gradually became a way for the cleric to steer 
the ‘relationship’ in the way s/he wanted. Some, like Andy, who described himself as “lonely 
and suffered from very low self-esteem at the time”, explains how “small gifts were given to 
me to forge a relationship where I owed him something”. Andy became concerned, however, 
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when the priest wanted “to be given body massages on a regular basis and spoke out against 
women as being true friends”. Teresa, the only vowed Religious in this survey, stated below 
and elsewhere, how she soon started to feel a little frightened of the cleric:  
 [I was] young and vulnerable. The cleric was 16 years older than I 
and, while I initially felt secure with him, I also felt intimidated 
(Teresa).  
 
Edith starkly reveals the reality of a case of CSMIA that had been going for some time. She 
explains how the initial protestations of love and seeming holiness of the relationship simply 
turned into a relationship where the cleric ended getting what he wanted while she, waiting in 
a state of entrapment, got very little, if not the opposite, in return: 
My dependence on the relationship increased. I wanted him to love me 
so much. I wanted him to keep being the way he was to me when he 
first met me. I found that when I tried to come to him for love he 
would have me pleasuring him. I was not comfortable about this at all. 
I pretended to him that I was. He said that he was giving himself to me 
and I felt that I was to be grateful. Because the whole relationship was 
spiritualised, the way I coped with this was to see myself as his 
spiritual child and, as my spiritual mother, he was nourishing me 
(Edith).  
 
Winnie’s CSMIA, still occurring at the time of this survey, echoes Edith’s in many ways: 
I told him that I don't like living in secret and lies and sins and he 
asked me to give him some time to fix things… It's really confusing 
because when he is around I feel like he cares and really loves me but 
when he avoids me I feel so betrayed and lost until he comes back 
again. Up and down it goes like that (Winnie). 
 
Both Edith and Winnie are expressing the deep conflicts found also in other forms of power 
abuse, especially that of intimate partner/domestic violence where victims feel entrapped by 
usually cleric-cultivated dependency on their abusers or bound by their circumstances and 
‘loyalties’ to them (Buchbinder and Eisikovits 2003; Dutton and Painter 1993; Freyd et al. 
2005, 84). Such relationships involve deep confusion alongside this powerful control element 
as the respondents here have shown.  
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 As for Winnie and Edith, the CSMIA for Scott, once it had entered the entrapment 
stage, also took on an element of deep confusion. Scott was told by his abuser that he had to 
‘submit to Church leadership’. He was also ‘physically restrained’ at times and ‘offered 
alcohol’ while at the same time being told by his abuser that ‘they really cared about me’. As 
a result, deep conflicts and confusion occurred within his newly chosen Religious life. As he 
says: “I asked him [the Rector of the monastery] permission to see the then Provincial [of the 
Religious Order] as I was ‘spiritually confused’”. He later added: “After a year of emotional 
and physical abuse from him as Rector and later Provincial, I left the monastery and the 
Church”. James also escaped his entrapment by leaving Religious life, or being told to leave; 
Maria fled her convent after a stay in hospital; and Sarah also left Religious life sometime 
after the CSMIA. However, as their statements express, none left immediately after the abuse 
due to their feeling somewhat trapped by shame and confusion, and in Maria’s case, her 
circumstance of being a professed nun26. For others such as Ann, the entrapment became a 
deeply entrenched part of the overall CSMIA and lasted over 20 years. Others such as Winnie 
are still ‘trapped’ in the CSMIA. 
 As with almost all the examples given above, clerics initially offered ‘friendship’ 
and ‘love’ only to end up taking advantage of people’s vulnerabilities at the time. As Poling 
(2005) explains, once entrapment exists:  
a relationship that was supposedly based on the healing needs of the 
parishioner becomes reversed so that the parishioner serves the sexual 
needs of the clergyman (67-68).  
 
In the end, many, such as Teresa, understandably felt “conned into being used.” The 
confusion experienced by almost all respondents at some stage was a direct result of these  
‘friendships’ being relationships which, as Tanya explained, used grooming or “seduction 
                                                 
 
26 Being professed means taking solemn permanent vow; expected never to be broken. 
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more than explicit coercion”. This process results in the victims feeling that they, like Tanya, 
must have somehow been willing. As a result, most of the participants had to endure some 
sense of self-blame as well as all the other effects of CSMIA.  
 Clerical abuse of power and the manipulation of vulnerable adults are, as shown 
above, particularly evident in the grooming and entrapment of victims. The subtlety of 
coercion involved in grooming and trapping adults into CSMIA is what many people do not 
understand. However, regardless of people’s ability to understand, it happens (Byrne 2010, 
52; Flynn 2003, 19-20, 54-55, 98-99, 152-153; Garland and Argueta 2010, 4-5, 10-11, 16-17, 
20-21; Kennedy 2009; 95, 114, 102).  
 
7.5 VICTIM/SURVIVOR REACTIONS TO THE MISCONDUCT 
Finally, an understanding of the dynamic of power over vulnerability, particularly in 
regards to entrapment, becomes clearer again when analysing respondents’ initial reactions to 
the CSMIA (Figure 7.4).  
 
Figure 7.4: Reaction to CSMIA event/s (n=24) 
The ‘other’ responses were as follows: 
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Consensual but very confused (Cathy). 
I just said ‘No’ (Margaret). 
I asked him to get out of my hospital room (Grace). 
I behaved as one would a normal phone call in workplace and asked 
with whom person wished to speak (Sue). 
I moved away and said no to his suggestion I move to a less visible 
spot in the room (Judy). 
I tried to alter my personality to become less attractive to the people I 
served (Maria). 
I felt disappointed & violated (Jessica). 
I was drunk and so was he. We both sobered up in a hurry and I left 
(Christine). 
 
Most of those responses could be classified as ‘freeze’ or ‘flight’ reactions, sometimes a 
combination of both (Byrne 2010 33, 42, 45; Flynn 2003, 33, 74-75, 98, 110-111). Regardless 
of the type of response, the CSMIA was clearly abusive. It was an abuse of power using sex 
and spirituality. It was a violation of boundaries and a dereliction of fiduciary duty, not to 
mention of the promises made by the cleric at ordination and/or final vows. The CSMIA was 
also obviously upsetting and/or frightening. Why else did these adults ‘freeze’, ‘cry’ ‘submit’, 
alter their personality and appearance and flee their convent or monastery, move to another 
town or ‘go into another zone’. These were obviously not affairs between mutually 
consenting adults of equal power, but abuses of clerical power, using sex and spirituality to 
exploit obviously ‘vulnerable adults’. 
7.6 CONCLUSION 
When vulnerability is positional, then one could and should ask who has created it to 
be as such. Much positional vulnerablising of people is directly connected to the 
marginalising of such peoples away from power, decision making, definitional alternatives 
and self-direction. As discussed above and in the previous chapter on language, it is the RCC 
itself, in its position of power that has theologically created and defined the positional 
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vulnerability of its laity. Furthermore, the RCC has, for the purpose of dealing with clerical 
sexual abuse, made itself the definer of who are actually ‘vulnerable adults’. That definition, 
however, omits and denies the realities of the majority of respondents here who were not only 
positionally vulnerable adults but also personally vulnerable at the time they were exploited 
by clerics. The power that such clerics, and their institution, have to harm if not destroy lives, 
is obvious from the stories and statistics presented by the respondents in this study. Clerics 
wield great power, and some clerics seek others to yield to their power, through sex, and, 
what can only be classed as deviant or aberrant spirituality and religion (Shupe 1995).  
Vulnerable people are not, ipso facto, weak people - they are just, for the most, 
normal people in a state of vulnerability. The vulnerabilities of the adults discussed in this 
chapter were not just that of age or physical or mental disability. They were vulnerabilities 
that existed firstly, simply because they were not theologically or religiously equal to clerics. 
They were in fact and belief, the ‘sheep’ of the ‘shepherds’ (CCCe), or, ‘children’ - women, 
marginalised men, and novices - under the ‘care’ of ordained ‘fathers’. In other words, they 
were positionally vulnerable. Secondly, all but three of the respondents in this study stated 
that they had very real, very painful personal issues in their lives at the time of the CSMIA, 
realities with which they were trying to cope. In other words, they were personally vulnerable. 
Because of these significant issues, they most often sought out the assistance of men they 
thought and were taught were holy and learned - men of God and church, whose only interest 
was, or should have been, their spiritual and emotional health. Around half of these 
respondents had already experienced deeply damaging sexual abuse as a child and/or sexual 
exploitation as adults at the hands of other clerics. In the hope of finding healing and 
resolution, and perhaps to counter-balance the effects of the previously abusive cleric/s (and 
others), many sought out another cleric, another spiritual expert. However, for their trouble, 
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even these had their vulnerabilities exploited. Clerics, these ‘ordinary men with extraordinary 
power’27  crossed their professional boundaries, broke their own church’s canonical laws and 
ignored church-cherished concepts of sexual purity. They used their positional and personal 
power to confuse, generate fear, and entice those who trusted them, to submit to their sexual 
advances and entrap them often for years, into servicing their desires. Most victims’ lives 
were then filled with so much shame and confusion, and often dependence, all controlled by 
the more powerful cleric. However, the RCC has yet to openly, seriously and honestly 
acknowledge the real and broader power imbalances that exist in CSMIA. This is evident in 
the lack of a broader and more realistic perception of vulnerability both officially, and 
amongst the general populace of Roman Catholics. The RCC has also to respond to the 
existing victims/survivors of abused clerical trust and power, openly and with justice and 
compassion. It cannot and probably will not do so until two things happen: It has yet to fully 
absorb the standpoints of those victims in their church body, and, they need to acknowledge 
the harms produced by CSMIA. Perhaps, as the next chapter will discuss, only when the deep 
harms produced by CSMIA are revealed more and more, as has started to occur with their 






                                                 
 
27 (see opening quote from Erich Fromm, 1900-1980) 
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Chapter 8:  HARM 
Human beings are so made that the ones who do the crushing feel nothing;  
it is the person crushed who feels what is happening.  
Unless one has placed oneself on the side of the oppressed,  
to feel with them, one cannot understand. 
Simone Weil 1910-1943. 
 
8.1 INTRODUCTION 
Clerical sexual misconduct can be approached from a number of angles – a legal 
approach and a harms-based approach being two. The focus of this chapter will be to analyse 
and discuss the actual harms produced by CSMIA. For cases where it can be clearly proven 
that sexual misconduct involved what can be legally termed sexual assault or sexual violence, 
there is clear legislation and as such, succinct definitions of when sex becomes a ‘crime’ - a 
legal-based assessment of sexual activity. Central to a legal definition is consent, but also, 
harm; the lack of real consent being directly related to the harm: 
Consent differentiates between what is a legal and private act under 
some circumstances and a crime under others. One way of 
distinguishing between sexual acts that may be regarded as “real” 
crimes and those that may be viewed as less serious is to examine their 
physical and psychological consequences. Acts that may be viewed as 
serious are those that deprive victims of liberty, threaten their lives or 
physical integrity, or produce psychological harm” (Lievore 2003, 28-
29).  
 
However, Lievore (2003) wanted to acknowledge that even acts that usually fall outside the 
parameters of the criminal justice system (and the context of her report), also produce deep 
and lasting harms - a harms-based assessment of sexual activity going beyond legal 
definitions:  
Non-physical violence, threats of physical violence, sexual abuse, 
harassment and unwanted attention are all serious crimes that may 
have highly negative consequences for women who experience them 
(Lievore 2003, 11). 
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All the extant literature reviewed for this study, included recognition of the harms produced 
by CSMIA. That harm is produced was painfully obvious in the results of this survey as well.  
Again, it needs to be noted that the people who chose to complete this survey have 
done so in response to it being a survey about clerical sexual misconduct. As such, the sample 
of respondents for this study was primarily of people who wished to relate their stories of the 
negative consequences of such events. However, even amongst those who responded there 
was a perceptual continuum of levels of harm experienced. Three respondents stated that they 
‘were not really affected by the event/s’ even though they all later stated that they were upset 
and shocked by the experience, one of these even having to change jobs. Overall, however, 
most of the data provided evidence of deep and life-long harms produced by CSMIA.  
For ease of analysis, those harms have been broken up into three categories: personal 
harm (psychological, spiritual and physical); relational harm (harm to familial and intimate 
relationships, including sexual expression); and practical harm (the effects of CSMIA on 
jobs/careers, finances). In any discussion as to why such harm occurs, a useful place to begin, 
however, is with an analysis of how victims/survivors were treated, and perceived 
themselves, following the CSMIA. 
8.2 FINDINGS IN RELATION TO HARM 
8.2.1 After the Misconduct - Victim blaming, Self-Blame, and Shame 
The effects of self-blame and shame following CSMIA are such crucial elements to 
be included in any discourse on the harms produced by CSMIA. Self-blame, and shame 
contribute greatly to an internal compounding of the injuries produced by the CSMIA (Hunter 
et al. 2012, 2638). As the respondents here reveal, this compounding, in turn, creates many 
new psychological and related issues as shall be discussed. 
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What takes place in the lives of CSMIA victim/survivors after the CSMIA ends is 
very telling. What stood out in the responses to the question regarding this time was that only 
3 respondents out of a possible 22 in total, selected ‘[the cleric] apologised to me’. For the 
rest, one of the most common underlying themes throughout the responses was that of the 
cleric trying to avoid responsibility, and, blaming the victim. The responses given under 
‘Other’ which was the most selected response were, for example: 
Blame and shame for me; a big church career for him (Sarah). 
With some slight evidence I presume he spoke about the incident to 
another cleric naming me as the cause of the incident (Margaret). 
The cleric was transferred. He told the Bishop and when I came to the 
presbytery, they called a doctor who had me scheduled (Agnes). 
 
In the context of Roman Catholicism, with its admiration for clerics, and, with its intense 
focussing on sexual purity and its antithesis of sexual sin (CCCb; Doyle 2008, 248), it is not 
difficult for cleric/church-based victim blaming to be believed and then be quickly and deeply 
converted into self-blame on behalf of the victims:  
Anyone brought up by good parents I imagine will feel a sense of 
shame that one has attempted to address what happened and been 
treated dismissively. It is in the being indirectly implied that one is 
dirty that the damage occurs. A cleric seems to have insulation 
provided by church norms that rest on the belief that being ordained 
confers a holiness that is not available to or attainable by a lay person 
(Sue). 
 
The above statement shows a relatively common inner-dialogue of Catholic adult victims of 
clerical sexual misconduct (see Doyle 2008). It expresses how CSMIA can and does lead to 
the misplaced belief that somehow, they, as the lay person, and not a ‘holy cleric’, would more 
likely have been the cause of the CSMIA occurring and, are therefore, to blame (Benkert and 
Doyle 2009). Then, compounding this self-blame, when ‘advice’ or help is sought, often from 
other clerics, sometimes either the clerics’ epistemic disadvantage or some form of narcissistic 
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clericalism blocks any true appreciation or understanding of the victim’s plight (Doyle 2006; 
Wylie, 2003, 26; 36-37).  
On advice received, I tried to discuss the occurrence and situation with 
the person. However, he completely denied my experience and reality 
(Sue). 
 
Such denial, in turn, often only further exacerbates the sense of guilt, sinfulness, self-hatred 
and/or self-condemnation being experienced: 
I was told that I was committing a mortal sin, I must stop it 
immediately, God will never forgive me if I don’t stop (Winnie, 
referring to the comments made by a married Roman Catholic 
deacon). 
 
I felt abused in a different way when the Provincial of the religious 
order would not respond in a pastoral way. It would feed my guilt. I 
went on regular suicidal tailspins (Tanya).  
 
Shame, guilt and self-blame were indeed the reality for most respondents during and 
immediately after the CSMIA. This was the case even though so many of the clerics kept 
stating that ‘what they were doing wasn’t wrong’ (see Figure 7.3). Five women and 2 men 
selected this response in relation to what happened after the CSMIA stopped. For the time 
during the CSMIA, the responses were higher. In this case 8 women and 5 men selected, 
‘They told me that what we were doing/they were doing wasn’t wrong’.  
This manipulative process was evident in the findings of other studies of CSMIA, 
whether it involved Roman Catholic clergy or not (Byrne 2010, 9, 16, 20, 27-28, 33, 52; 
Chibnall et al. 1998, 159; Doyle 2008, 248; Flynn 2003, 155-156, 159-164; Garland and 
Argueta 2010, 11; Kennedy 2009, 132-133, 136, 140-142, 219). The usual outcome is that 
deep confusion, guilt and self-blame and even cognitive dissonance became major issues for 
the victims/survivors of CSMIA. This is also an outcome found in many other forms of 
sexual abuse particularly incest (Carlson et al. 2006, 29; Flynn 2003, 22; Kaslow et al. 1981, 
191-192; Kluft 2010, 51, 54-55). It was also evident in the clerical abuse of children (Fogler 
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et al. 2008a, 339-340; Isley et al. 2008, 205-210). Indeed, any time betrayal trauma occurs, 
such negative effects can be found (Freyd et al. 2005, 44-45). Consistent with these other 
studies, shame, confusion, guilt and self-blame also became intricately woven into the 
psycho-spiritual lives of the respondents of this survey and continued to generate further 
harm, years and even decades after the actual CSMIA had ended:  
Afterwards I felt confused, angry, guilty and utterly miserable. As the 
years progressed, I became more and more angry, but I was somewhat 
trapped, until I decided it was never going to happen again. I vowed it 
would always remain a secret (Tanya). 
 
I went into denial for about 30 years (Scott). 
 
I carried within me a deep sense of guilt and sadness that restricted me 
and I could not be spontaneous (Teresa). 
 
I buried it for 20 years after that, till 2011 (Ann). 
 
As revealed in these quotes and selected responses, one of the outcomes of this deep 
cognitive confusion is delayed disclosure, if indeed disclosure occurs at all (see also Chapter 
6: 6.7).  
8.2.1.1 Non-disclosure and harm 
Eight of the victims/survivors surveyed here, expressed varying levels of feeling 
deeply conflicted because of their experience. As a result, they have never disclosed their 
CSMIA except in this survey. Non-reporting/disclosure or time delay in reporting/disclosure 
is a common finding in other studies of non-clerical sexual assault/abuse as well (Connolly 
and Read 2006, 410-412; Kaslow et al. 1981, 184; Kluft 2010, 54; Lievore 2003, 34, 43, 62; 
Schaeffer; Leventhal and Gottsegen-Asnes 2011, 344). A sense of self-blame is not the only 
reason for non-reporting; however, most reasons could be associated with self-blame or 




Figure 8.1: Reasons given for not disclosing the CSMIA at the time (n=16). 
The main reason for not disclosing the CSMIA was the assumption that ‘no one would 
believe them’. This statement is an amalgamation of five more qualified possibilities. 
However, for convenience, these were condensed in Figure 8.1 as ‘I thought no one would 
believe me’. The original five statements, and their responses, were as follows:  
‘I thought no one would believe me’ (2 women);  
 
‘I thought no one would believe me because I thought that people 
think adult men don't let this sort of thing happen unless they're gay 
and want it to’ (1 man);  
 
‘I thought no one would believe me because I thought that people 
think this sort of thing doesn't happen to adults unless they do the 
seducing’ (2 women and 1 man);  
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‘I thought that no one would believe me because I thought people 
would think it was just an affair’ (2 women and 1 man);  
 
‘I thought that no one would believe me because people knew the 
cleric involved and liked him/her’ (2 women). 
 
As to the thinking that no one would believe them, the open-ended responses suggest that a 
combination of confusion, fear, a sense of entrapment, and isolation all contributed to 
concerns about not being believed:  
I felt trapped and unable to confide in anyone as he was regarded as a 
wonderful priest by family and friends (Andy); 
 
Years of guilt and inability to talk about it (Sarah). 
 
Fear of being disbelieved is shared by other adults who are sexually assaulted and contributes 
greatly to under-reporting (Crome 2009, 2; Lievore 2003, 32). In the presence of culture-wide 
unwillingness to believe victims, self-blame can occur. This is especially the case for 
‘Catholic’ lay people involved sexually with ‘holy’ clerics (Byrne 2010, 9, 16, 19, 22, 80, 93; 
Flynn 2003, 4-5, 21, 68, 80, 154-162; Kennedy 2009, 187). Participants talked about their 
feelings of self-blame and guilt even if they felt victimised. 
I guess I always feel that I was to blame as a consenting adult and that 
I shouldn’t see it as abuse but somehow it does feel like the 
relationship was abusive (Cathy). 
 
I began to convince myself that it was all my fault, that I was guilty, 
that I was not in command of my senses and did not know what I was 
doing; began to doubt my sanity. I was in my 20’s (Maria). 
 
Overwhelming guilt (Sarah). 
 
The findings of this study are consistent with other studies of CSMIA. Chibnall et al’s (1998, 
152) study of Catholic nuns who had been sexually abused, found that ‘confusion’, feelings of 
‘shame’, and ‘guilt’, were the most common emotional responses to CSMIA. This was also 
the case in Kennedy (2009, 135); and Flynn (2003, 182). According to Brown (2012), shame 
is a feeling one has about one’s self, and can be summed up in the statement, “I am bad”; 
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guilt is a feeling one has about one’s behaviour, or, “I did something bad” (Brown 2012, 
13m:31s). In the context of CSMIA, both can keep people in ‘victim’ mode (Kennedy 2009, 
134-136, 164).  
Victim blaming also contributes to entrapment in self-blame and to the harm it 
produces over and above the CSMIA itself (Flynn 2003, 67-68, 230-236; Hunter et al. 2012, 
2637-2638; Kennedy 2009, 111, 152-157). For example, when answering the question about 
what occurred after the CSMIA stopped, 3 of the ‘other’ responses and 7, or 45% (n=22) of 
the selected responses concerned the victim being blamed for the CSMIA, ‘gossiping’ and the 
‘telling of lies’ by the cleric, or the cleric stating that the victim ‘was the instigator and that 
this was the message that would be spread’ about the victim. Little wonder, then, that a 
victim’s sense of self-blame becomes a major inhibitor of disclosure and healing (Byrne 
2010, 16; Flynn 2003, 68, 133-134).  
 Beyond the elements of self-blame and non-disclosure, it is clear that no respondents 
in this survey were unaffected or unharmed by their experience of CSMIA. These harmful 
effects have been categorised here into personal harm; relational harm; and practical harm. 
8.2.2 Personal Harm 
Figure 8.2 shows the responses to the question: “In general, as a result of clerical 
sexual misconduct in your life, which, if any of the following apply”? These responses show 
the many forms of personal harms experienced by victims/survivors of CSMIA at the time of 
the event/s, and, at three subsequent stages. These responses, along with the written accounts 




Figure 8.2: Personal harm produced by CSMIA according to periods of time (n=22) 
 
Under ‘other’, “I felt confused and troubled” was the only one which directly stated an effect 
of the CSMIA. For, “I was diagnosed with a mental illness as a result of the event/s”, 
respondents were asked to specify the mental illness if they wished. The following responses 
were provided:  
 complex PTSD;  
 clinical depression;  
 depression and anxiety;  
 major depression. 
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As shown in Figure 8.2, 8 respondents (36%) selected ‘my life took a turn for the worse’ and 
‘I felt life lost all sense and meaning’ (6 women and 2 men for each). The following sections 
reveal the lived reality of how this ‘turn for the worse’ and ‘loss of meaning’ was 
experienced. 
8.2.2.1 Physical Harm 
CSMIA produces long term physical impacts on the victims. The respondents in this 
study revealed physical ailments which they saw as being directly linked to the CSMIA. 
These findings were consistent with other research on the effects of sexual abuse/assault 
(Brady 2008, 371; Freyd et al. 2005, 98-99; Kluft 2010, 48-54; Mason and Lodrick 2013, 31-
32; Morris et al. 2014, 98; Wilson 2010, 57, 60-61). The term “somatization” is used to 
explain “the development of physical symptoms of emotional problems” (Flynn 2003, 115; 
see also Garland 2006, 12-13). Physical harm also includes aspects of physical expressions of 
psychological harm, or “dysfunctional coping” such as drug/alcohol abuse, self-harming, and 
ideation about or attempts at suicide (Orzeck et al. 2010, 179). Elements of drug/alcohol 
abuse, self-harm and suicidal ideation became apparent in the selected answers to questions 
as well as the written responses. For example, Maria stated the following: 
I had a nervous breakdown but continued to work. Whilst she [the 
mother superior/perpetrator] dyed her hair (worn totally obscured by 
the veil...so this made no sense if not to fool herself), I was pulling 
mine out....as a form of self-harm (Maria; in parenthesis, hers). 
 
Two other respondents stated that they started self-harming after the CSMIA and after 
reporting the CSMIA. One female attempted suicide after disclosing the CSMIA. Two other 
females selected ‘I felt suicidal’ after the CSMIA as well as following disclosing and officially 
reporting. One respondent said that suicidal ideation is still an issue. Two women and 2 men 
stated that they began abusing alcohol/drugs as a result of the CSMIA. 
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Judy was both a victim of CSMIA, and a whistle-blower against clerical sexual 
abuse of children. She has had to endure much: 
The whole matter of being disrespected, crushed, vilified and 
denigrated for carrying the message of truth - or being a whistle 
blower, has seriously affected my life and now I have been diagnosed 
with fibromyalgia and possibly chronic fatigue (Judy). 
 
Maria’s account of her two years of repeated sexual abuse as a young nun by her Mother 
Superior, is most powerful and disturbing in regards to revealing how CSMIA can have deep 
and lasting physical effects on victims: 
I was disgusted and afraid, I felt trapped, used as an instrument of 
gratification, felt she was trying to suck the youth out of me to make 
herself more sexually attractive. I began vomiting after eating and felt 
nauseated when I looked at her or even smelt her body odour. I was 
becoming increasingly depressed and confused, fearful of God's wrath. 
This last episode of abuse by the mother superior during my life 
among religious caused me to become so ill that I died during surgery 
and was resuscitated. My reaction to this final effect of the abuse was 
to run away from the convent as soon as I could get up from my 
hospital bed. 
I have struggled with my chronic worsening health problems all my 
life (undiagnosed thyrotoxicosis and increasing pain and disability 
from undiagnosed arthritis) and I am on the verge of being confined to 
a wheelchair (Maria; in parenthesis, hers). 
 
Judy and Maria’s health issues are consistent with research on “betrayal trauma” (Freyd et al. 
2005, 85-86, 98-101). According to Freyd (2005): 
The Brief Betrayal Trauma Survey (BBTS) assesses exposure to both 
traumas high in betrayal (such as abuse by a close other) and traumas 
low in betrayal but high in life-threat (such as an automobile 
accident). Exposure to traumas with high betrayal was significantly 
correlated with a number of physical illness, anxiety, dissociation, and 
depression symptoms. Amount of exposure to other types of traumas 
(low betrayal traumas) did not predict symptoms over and above 
exposure to betrayal trauma (85).  
 
Maria took her faith and Religious life seriously, even given its unusual beginnings from a 
girls’ hostel. While Maria’s abuser may not have been a ‘close other’, the context of 
Religious life is one of a Christian community of faith, service and love, where sexual abuse 
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is simply not expected. As such, she suffered deeply from betrayal trauma. Maria was also the 
only respondent to go into to so much detail about the link between her CSMIA and her 
illnesses. However, as Flynn (2003, 114-117) also observed, CSMIA-related physical 
illnesses were a very real issue for many of her participants. According to Flynn (2003, 114-
117), many of these physical symptoms are directly connected with PTSD and complex 
PTSD resulting from the traumas of CSMIA, a reality backed up by the medical profession. 
However, for most of the respondents in this survey, the harmful effects of CSMIA were 
more of a spiritual and/or psychological nature. 
8.2.2.2 Spiritual Harm 
As discussed in the literature review, Catholicism is a “spiritual force, a way of life, 
and a religious movement” (Doyle 2006, 189). Spiritual harm disturbs this context and 
subsequently, a person’s equilibrium in regards to their faith and/or world view. Their 
paradigms which helped inform or control their sense of meaning in life begin to fracture 
(Crisp 2102; Doyle 2006). Figure 8.2 gives some indication as to the extent respondents felt 
spiritually harmed by CSMIA. Sue sums up such harm: 
I felt an attempt had been made on my integrity, that my commitment 
to religious beliefs and work was twisted into a space defined by 
another person according to his self-interest and need to release (Sue). 
 
For 36% (6 women and 2 men) their life ‘took a turn for the worse’ and for the same numbers 
‘life lost all sense and meaning’. For 9% (2 women) of the respondents, life became so bad as 
a result of the CSMIA that they ‘felt suicidal’. For 18% (3 women and 1 man) ‘I lost my faith 
in God’ was selected. Tanya sums up such harm: 
He destroyed my sense of safety and my hope of ever going to heaven 
(Tanya). 
 
Spiritual harm, however, is not a stand-alone effect. If one couples it with the broader 
loss of faith in the RCC and possible losses of connections with one’s faith community and 
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even one’s own family, spiritual harm is an outcome of CSMIA that can and does have very 
profound effects on the lives of victims (Kennedy 2009, 206-217).  As Maria states: 
This abuse caused me to become divorced from my religion and 
shunned by my family. I have always felt an outcast (Maria). 
 
Another respondent sums up the spiritual (and associated) harm caused by CSMIA: 
I lost a lot of long-time Church “friends” who were really fellow hero-
worshippers of the priest. I often feel I was privileged by God to be 
liberated by the truth, where they have remained under illusions. They 
didn’t want their sense of safety in the Church to be threatened. I don’t 
have any illusions about the Church or priests, but a strong belief in 
God’s holiness. Unfortunately, however, I seem to have lost fairly 
permanently my sense of safety in the world. I manage OK, but I 
suffer from chronic high anxiety (Tanya). 
 
Interestingly, for many of the respondents like Tanya, what was affected most was their faith 
in the RCC and Catholicism as a religion. For many, a personal faith in God was retained. 
While spiritual harm, or any type of harm, should not be viewed in isolation, the 
‘god-factor’ (Flynn 2003, 8; Villiers, 1996, 44) is an obvious and major contributor to the 
harms produced by CSMIA (Cooper-White 1991; Doyle 2006, 207-208; Kennedy 2009, 210-
213; McLaughlin 1994). The level of harm created when a trusted member of one’s religious 
faith system abuses the trust of believers, is akin to spiritually dying (Doyle 2006, 209). As 
Doyle (2006) states: 
The impact on Catholic victims is unique and, in the opinion of some 
experts, particularly devastating precisely because the abuser is a 
priest… Many victims experience a kind of toxic transference and 
experience in their sexual abuse a form of spiritual death (208-209).  
 
Based within religion, CSMIA produces harms in ways that other forms of professional 
sexual misconduct do not (Flynn 2003, 8, 121-122; Kennedy 2009, 210-214). This spiritual 
harm can result in deep existential confusion and conflict (Flynn 2003, 155-156).  
While spiritual harm was obviously experienced by some of the respondents in this 
survey it was not as frequently or clearly expressed by respondents as were other forms of 
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harm. For many, by the time of this survey, they had already worked through their faith issues 
to come to a more personal form of spirituality which worked for them.  
The therapy and the love of my husband and the love of God 
triumphed over it all. I cannot respect priests now any more than I 
respect any other people (Tanya). 
 
I found that the spirituality of a twelve step program had a profound 
effect on me (Edith). 
 
It is very difficult to separate the spiritual from the psychological (Crisp 2012). As 
such, spiritual harm is also very closely followed by and entwined with psychological harm 
(Crisp 2012). Of all the forms of harm evident in this survey, psychological harm was the 
most prominent in the data presented. This is also the type of harm that Lievore (2003, 28) 
states as being one of the qualities of “serious crime”. As Lievore explains, in Australia, 
sexual acts that may be viewed as serious are those that “deprive victims of liberty, threaten 
their lives or physical integrity, or produce psychological harm” (2003, 28). 
8.2.2.3 Psychological Harm 
Figure 8.2 includes many examples of psychological harm produced by the CSMIA 
as selected by the respondents. Thirty-two percent of respondents (6 women and 1 man) 
indicated ‘I felt bad’ following the CSMIA or its disclosure. Eighteen percent (3 women and 
1 man) ‘started abusing alcohol/drugs.’ Fourteen percent (1 woman and 2 men) ‘started self-
harming’, and 9% (2 women) ‘had a breakdown’. Another 9% (2 men) selected ‘I became 
confused in regards to my sexual identity’ as a result of the CSMIA. A further 14% (1 woman 
and 2 men), selected ‘I started receiving therapy’ after the misconduct while 27% (4 women 
and 2 men) selected ‘I started receiving therapy’ after disclosing the CSMIA.  Also, 9% (2 
women) selected ‘I felt suicidal’ as a result of the CSMIA. Twenty-three percent of 
respondents (4 women and 1 man) selected ‘I was diagnosed with a mental illness as a result 
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of the event/s’, specified as follows: “complex PTSD”; “clinical depression”; “depression and 
anxiety”; “major depression”. 
Respondents’ written accounts give a greater insight into their experiences of 
psychological harm: 
I was naturally anxious and unable to suppress the anxiety till I began 
to inappropriately express frustration, mostly in community. When 
offered to have therapy I was diagnosed with major depression 
(Maria). 
 
After a time of great struggle and consequent growing dependence on 
substance abuse, in my case alcohol, I began my journey of recovery 
(Edith).  
 
CLERICAL SEXUAL ABUSE DESTROYS LIVES AND IT HAS 
SEVERELY DAMAGED MINE (Judy – capitalisation hers).  
 
A lot of the therapy in the first year or two was to help me cope with 
how the Provincial and others known to the priest were reacting to me 
(Tanya). 
I was attending my first therapist for Aspergers and relationship issues 
and she helped me understand how the abuse as a teenager interrupted 
my sexual maturity and made me feel and act homosexual for decades. 
That person moved out of town so I now attend therapist 1 (sic). He 
has assisted me further to understand myself and worked with me 
through my marriage separation (James). 
 
As many of these statements also reveal, victims/survivors expressed a need for therapy to 
help them cope with the CSMIA. Out of the 23 who responded to the question as to whether 
they received therapy of some form, 61% (10 women and 4 men) said ‘yes’. One more man 
stated elsewhere in the survey that he received therapy. For most of these, especially the men, 
2 to 3 therapists have been seen over a period of time. Of the eight written responses 
regarding therapy, only three stated that they went initially and consciously, to deal with the 
CSMIA. The other six stated that they had gone for therapy for other personal issues which, it 
became clear as the therapy progressed, were related to the CSMIA. Still others stated that 
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they needed the therapy as a consequence of how they had been treated by church officials 
when they reported the CSMIA.  
 In a study of nuns who had been victims of CSMIA and other forms of sexual 
exploitation (Chibnall et al. 1998, 153), of the 108 participants who discussed their sexual 
abuse/exploitation in therapy, 87.2% stated that the therapy had “completely or considerably” 
helped them overcome the effects of their experiences and led to a significant reduction in 
self-blame (Chibnall et al. 1998, 152-153). For Teresa, who, like Chibnall et al’s (1998) 
sample, is also a Religious (Sister), this was her experience as well: 
Having therapy has helped me immensely to acknowledge the truth of 
what happened. This has freed me from feeling restricted by the guilt 
and shame. It has enabled me to revisit my childhood, to forgive and 
to re-engage with life as a religious (Teresa). 
 
According to Kennedy (2009, 142-145), this regaining of control, where a renaming of 
CSMIA and other forms of abuse plays no small part, is highly relevant for mental health 
restoration and to eliminating the effects of CSMIA as much as is possible.  
 The needing of therapy or some other form of healing/support suggesting the 
existence of CSMIA-produced psychological harm needing resolution in some way, was not 
found in traditional therapies alone: 
I ended up using large amounts of alcohol to cope and since becoming 
involved in a twelve Step Program AA, my life has slowly picked up... 
My husband has had great difficulties coming to terms with it and yet 
we have stuck together through it all (Edith). 
 
These statements by Edith show the role that therapy, counselling, or groups such as 
Alcoholics Anonymous play in victims of CSMIA coming to terms with the harms it 
produces. They also show the important role of loved ones in the lives of victims/survivors. 
Andy makes this plain, as well:  




Such statements also express that CSMIA never occurs in isolation but always in a context 
where other people are caught up in the event/s and the repercussions thereof.  This reality 
became even clearer in the responses to a following set of survey questions relating to the 
effects of CSMIA on relationships.  
8.2.3 Relational Harm 
 Obvious from the results of this study, CSMIA, like all sexual assaults/abuse, even if 
kept secret, does not occur in a vacuum. The effects of CSMIA, while being probably one of 
the most crucial aspects on which to focus, is also one of the most complex because of these 
contextual realities: CSMIA involved not just the victim/survivor, but their families and 
loved ones, their broader communities, and the RCC institution itself. It also occurs within a 
social and political context in which many varied beliefs, attitudes and behaviours concerning 
CSMIA and sexual assault in general, abound. These beliefs, attitudes and behaviours include 
ignorance and/or denial of such events. Accordingly, the following question was asked: “In 
general, as a result of clerical sexual misconduct in your life, which, if any of the following 




Figure 8.3: Relationship and practical harms produced by CSMIA according to time periods 
(n=22) 
Respondents were able to select more than one response, and more than one stage in their 
lives. The most selected responses were: ‘I have felt it really hard to trust people anymore’, 
selected by every respondent, relating to some stage of the CSMIA. For 45% (10 
respondents), sex itself became an issue at some stage after the CSMIA; it became something 
which they no longer enjoyed or felt comfortable with. For 18% (4 respondents) their 
marriage/relationship broke up; and for 14% (3 respondents) their church community shunned 
them. Others were shunned by their family and friends as well. More variations and details 
became evident when respondents elaborated.  
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 James, who at the time of the CSMIA selected ‘heterosexual’ in regards to his 
sexuality, selected ‘I became uncharacteristically sexually promiscuous’ (with men), after the 
CSMIA:  
Following the abuse, I acted homosexual with other males but denied 
it externally (James). 
 
As James further revealed, he seems to still be struggling decades later with various 
expressions of sexuality and relationship issues.  
My wife and I struggled sexually from the first year of our marriage 15 
years ago. One psychologist told me I was gay. Our doctor said I was 
gay and the marriage would suffer. Another Psychologist said no way 
am I gay - it was the sexual abuse at age 18 that interrupted by sexual 
maturity and made me feel homosexual. Now I am confused sexually. 
I find other males sexually attractive but remain in a Hetro (sic) 
marriage whilst living alone apart from my wife who lives alone too. I 
have had continual problems with power figures including managers, 
clergy, and so on. I prefer to live alone but need others loosely around 
me. I hate feeling controlled by any one including checkout workers at 
a supermarket (James). 
 
According to James own words, CSMIA has had a major impact on his relationships, 
sexuality and broader self-identity in some way28. Figure 8.3 shows that at the time of the 
survey, 4 respondents stated they still ‘cannot enjoy sexual relations’, 3 more are still 
enduring either marital struggles or breakup. Furthermore, the ability to trust others is, for 6 
respondents, still an issue. Others elaborated even further: 
Impact on my marriage has been huge and may be irreparable. While 
he has been incredibly supportive, the psychological effects on me 
continue to impact on our relationship and he feels he cannot “put up” 
with these any more. He is still angry that I did not “trust” him and tell 
him sooner. I told him almost 20 years after we were married. What 
happened to me stole my adulthood and developing positive 
                                                 
 
28 As the advice given to James shows, a connection between early sexual abuse and sexual identity formation 
remains a controversial issue. For one study dealing with this topic and gay men (see Brady 2008) the whole 
area is under-researched as Brady states: “There are almost no studies that specifically examine the incidence 
and impact of CPSA (cleric perpetrated sexual abuse) for gay men. Research is needed on how clergy abuse, 
as opposed to other forms of abuse, might impact sexual identity formation and mental, physical, and spiritual 
health in gay men” 2008, 373). 
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relationships with people in general, and men in particular. I feel so 
icky to have actually married and had children (Wendy). 
  
My friendships are becoming difficult because I'm living a secret life 
that I can't share with my friends. If I have problems, I have no one to 
ask for advice and if I am happy I have no one to share the joy with 
(Winnie). 
 
Even without wanting it to, it (CSMIA) sets up barriers. People who 
have not experienced it have no idea of the ways it affects a person, 
and because it’s so hard to discuss, it just kind of gets in the way of 
everyday relationships (Sarah). 
 
At 65 years old I am still trying to accept myself as a good and 
worthwhile person (Scott). 
 
It is clear from many of the respondents here then, that CSMIA has had a major impact not 
just on relationships with others but on their relationship with themselves as well. Their 
selected responses (Figure 8.3) and statements above show that CSMIA is not an event that 
happened merely between the victim/survivor and the cleric. What all these statements verify 
is that, consistent with the findings of Flynn (2003) and Kennedy (2009), one of the sources 
of greatest anguish felt by victims/survivors, is how the CSMIA affected their relationships, 
including with themselves. This distress included the sense of dislocation they experienced 
within, and with their loved ones and community of faith (Flynn 2003, 79-86, 122-140; 
Kennedy 2009, 205-206, 208-209). While many were supported, others were not so fortunate. 
For most, relationships were deeply affected. 
Mother has been devastated. Husband has also been gutted as 
explained before. Everyone has been incredibly loving and supportive 
of me (Wendy). 
 
My husband has had great difficulties coming to terms with it and yet 
we have stuck together through it all. It has had a great impact on our 
family (Edith). 
 
They screwed up life with my family members especially my parents 
(Andy).  
 
This abuse caused me to become divorced from my religion and 
shunned by my family. I have always felt an outcast (Maria). 
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Both of my husbands who I told offered me great support. They were 
especially outraged that I was placed in a psychiatric centre and spent 
ten days there before the doctors told me that there was really nothing 
wrong with me so I was discharged (Agnes). 
  
What these statements also show then is the fact that other people besides the primary 
victim, are also deeply affected by the CSMIA. This is the vicarious trauma experienced by 
the loved ones of the victim/survivor (Garland and Argueta 2011, 409, 413; Garland 2006, 
14, 25-26). 
For some survivors, the deep impact on the ability to trust others again was also 
extended to their once highly respected and trusted clerics as the following express:  
I cannot respect priests now any more than I respect any other people. 
The word “Father” sticks in my throat (Tanya). 
 
For Teresa and Sue, their reversal of what was initially deep trust became especially clear in 
their final statements ‘to the cleric’ at the end of the survey: 
I trusted you and I believed you would respect my trust. It took me a 
long time to rebuild my trust in men, in particular, although I am much 
more cautious (Teresa). 
 
The breaking of trust by a highly respected cleric whose religion stands for all that is 
hopeful, compassionate, and good, profoundly impacts a person’s whole outlook on the 
safety of life (Byrne 2010, 80; Flynn 2003, 85, 117-122; Victorian Inquiry 2013b, 47). It is 
little wonder then, that the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into the handling of child abuse 
by religious and other organisations, named their report “Betrayal of Trust” (Victorian 
Inquiry 2013). As the Victorian Inquiry (2013) revealed, this betrayal can be one of the most 
insidious aspects of clerical sexual abuse of both children and adults alike. The same is true 
for betrayal trauma in any relationship circumstance but particularly those of traditionally 
close ties of trust (Freyd 2005). The breaking of that trust then leads to a deep inability to 
trust anyone again. A fallout of this it that this inability to trust can also become one of the 
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deepest barriers to the healing and re-establishing of relationships as well as the 
development of new ones (Flynn 2003, 130-132).  
While the sample for this study is small, the data provided do show that relational 
harm is part of the overall experience of victims of CSMIA, and in no insignificant way. In 
the midst of all these relationships, in the lived realities of these everyday people, there is 
one more area of harm that needs discussion, one that victims/survivors included throughout 
their stories of survival - practical harm. As with other forms of harm, practical harm cannot 
be seen in isolation. However, when discussed as a separate entity, a greater clarification of 
this form of harm is possible. 
8.2.4 Practical Harm 
The practical harm experienced by victims/survivors of CSMIA is an often 
underappreciated aspect of clerical misconduct. However, the reality for victims/survivors of 
CSMIA is that, as a result of CSMIA in their lives, many have had to endure very serious 
practical difficulties. These include: job/career losses; an inability to work and support their 
families and/or themselves; the need to move away from abusive clerics; financial crises; and, 
all the everyday stresses inherent in all these.  
 While the responses relating to practical harms given in Figure 7.3 are few, further 
reading of the written material given by the respondents revealed much practical and financial 
distress. In regards to Figure 8.3, only 1 woman selected ‘I was not able to work anymore’. 
However, 2 female respondents (Maria and Ann) added that they were on a disability support 
pension, Maria stating that her need for this was directly related to her CSMIA. Below, Maria 
tells the story of how she had to rely on that disability pension when she fled the convent. As 
a result, she has struggled not just physically and psychologically/emotionally, but financially 
and practically as well. One of the last questions asked in this survey was “What might be 
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some of your present urgent needs resulting from your whole experience of the clerical sexual 
misconduct and how it has been dealt with?” Maria’s answer was poignant and to the point: 
I have struggled with my chronic worsening health problems all my 
life and I am on the verge of being confined to a wheelchair. I have 
never been able to work hence I've never been able to put away 
savings for my old age and possible infirmity. I have been in receipt of 
a disability support pension all my life since age 30. I am in debt and 
insolvent and am having to negotiate with the financial institutions to 
which I owe money to be relieved of my debts so I will not lose my 
house. My present most urgent needs are: a) be relieved of my debts b) 
be strong enough in body and positive enough in mind to survive 
surgery (Maria). 
 
When asked who should provide the assistance she needed, Maria had little doubt – the RCC: 
It was their religious order that took from me every prospect of a 
career and a stable financial life by abducting me at 1629 then abusing 
me as a child and as an adult until my health suffered, never to recover 
(Maria). 
 
Elsewhere she explains: 
 
If you truly repent give me of this world’s goods and security...which 
you say you do not care about yet have much of! I need some financial 
relief so I can have surgery on the body I had, once strong and fit as 
that of a junior gymnast and ballet dancer...you stole that body from 
me! You abused that body until it died during surgery and was 
revived. Give me back my strength. Give me the money my poor 
mother gave you as my dowry that should have been returned to me 
when I left your convent so I could start my life again. I need you to 
pay the doctors to mend my broken body! I need to be funded at the 
highest level of medical and hospital cover...that insurance you 
cancelled and told me to pay myself when all I had was a Disability 
Pension of $42.70 a fortnight and was so very ill to the point of death. 
That’s what I want, that the Church compensate me for ruining my 
body and mind then pay for the best doctors and medical treatment to 
restore me... (Maria). 
 
                                                 
 
29 The following is a paraphrasing of Maria’s testimony dealing with her “abduction”: These Sisters had     
abducted Maria from their Hostel for Girls, where, due to her mother’s ill health, she had been sent to live. 
When she was 16 the Sisters allegedly forged documents and shipped her off to [country] and forced her to 
become a Sister, herself, enduring abuse there during the training. Once professed as a Sister, she was 
returned to Australia. 
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Ann, on the other hand, had a physical disability from birth. However, she was still able to 
acquire a university degree and work. Never the less, Ann goes on to explain that because of 
her CSMIA,  
I also lost my job and had to find part time works, but didn’t know 
why, and then I was not able to work anymore, so that was when even 
part time work didn’t last and it all came crashing in (Ann).  
 
As a result, she has to now rely on a disability support pension as well. With the realisation of 
her increasingly dire situation, Ann stated that she also believed it was the RCC, or, the 
cleric’s Religious Order that needed to supply redress: 
I also know that the Order must replace my massive loss of income / 
super from having to resign 20 years early. They need to be able to be 
taught to acknowledge this (Ann). 
 
James also needed to eventually rely on a disability support pension (DSP) and had the 
following to say about how CSMIA has impacted him in practical ways as well as every other 
way: 
Regarding supervisors or managers - the cleric was senior to me, ever 
since I have had trouble with authority figures at work and in the 
community including shop managers, office workers, people 
representing companies and so on. I saw my wife as a power figure 
too. I have had so many jobs and been out of work so many times I 
have lost count. Now I am on the DSP and retired and living alone 
(James). 
 
He adds later: 
 
Ever since the abuse I have suffered financially for many reasons. I 
volunteered three years as a missionary too. I have lost so many jobs 
due to issues with authority and I don’t have a solid financial future 
due to the abuse and due to an ineffective church and Towards 
Healing. 
  
I need financial security into the future as I may have another 25 to 30 
years of life in me (James).  
 
Job loss or the inability to work can be seen as a related effect of CSMIA. However, 
disclosure of CSMIA for those who are working, especially within the RCC, can present its 
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own possibilities of practical harm. Another respondent, Joe, selected; ‘I work in the church 
and I am scared of losing my job’, as one reason why he has never officially reported his 
CSMIA. His fears were not without basis as Judy’s story below shows.  
As a result of her becoming a whistle-blower about clerical sexual abuse of school 
children during the time she was teaching, Judy, also a victim of CSMIA, lost her career as a 
teacher and paid a great price, emotionally and physically as well, for her trouble. When 
asked what her immediate needs were, her answer highlights the practical and other harms 
produced by clerical sexual abuse: 
Medical, physical, body therapies, help in the house, help with home 
maintenance, decent compensation, counselling for families to 
understand the effects etc. (Judy). 
 
Another practical harm resulting from CSMIA was, as some respondents also stated, 
how the CSMIA thwarted their desired future or greatly interrupted their current work: 
I had to leave my studies and I so wanted to work as a missionary 
sister (Grace). 
 
I felt I had to leave a work position that I truly loved because working 
where I did with this person in a power position became untenable 
(Sue). 
 
As a result of their CSMIA, Scott, James and Sarah all also left the Religious life they had 
chosen. They had hoped to dedicate their lives to the Church and its people. 
 All these practical harms are not trivial. Maintaining a career or job was an issue for 
many victims/survivors of CSMIA in other studies as well (Flynn 2003, 25, 77-78, 112-114, 
135-136, 141, 163, 190, 196-197; Kennedy 2009, 162, 205, 209-210). As the accounts given 
by the respondents show, such harms are deeply debilitating, stressful and destabilising. 
Studies have revealed the relationship between job loss and further connected harmful 
sequelae (Price et al. 2002, 310; see also Loya 2015). As such, the practical harms produced 
by sexual assault/abuse can be shown to have very disruptive cyclic practical, relational and 
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personal sequelae.  Clearly, the practical harms of financial and job instability produced by 
CSMIA, needs to also be fully acknowledged along with the personal and relational harms. 
8.3 CONCLUSION 
Clerical sexual misconduct involving adults is never harmless. As the respondents in 
this study have clearly revealed, harm in many forms and at many levels, has resulted from 
their experience of CSMIA. If Lievore’s inclusion of “psychological harm” as a definer of 
what constitutes “serious crime” is to be taken seriously, then, for most of the respondents in 
this study, a serious crime has been committed against them. That psychological harm has 
been manifested not just in psychological disturbances but, and usually because of them, in 
relational and practical sequelae as well. The practical costs that some victims/survivors of 
CSMIA have had to endure are obvious and immense. And yet, victims/survivors of CSMIA 













Chapter 9:  CONCLUSION 
This study has foregrounded the voices of women and men who, as adults, 
experienced clerical sexual misconduct, in some form. The purpose of this study was to 
obtain data pertaining to the experiences of the respondents before, during and after the 
CSMIA. In listening to the voices of the respondents, three major themes emerged - language, 
power and vulnerability, and harm. These were discovered to be vital elements in how their 
CSMIA was able to occur, how it was interpreted, how it was dealt with, and how it affected 
their lives. The themes that emerged in this study corresponded with those of similar studies 
referenced here, including those focussing on other forms of professional misconduct. Such 
themes were also clearly evident in the general sexual abuse/sexual assault literature 
reviewed. 
9.1 SUMMARY OF MAJOR THEMES 
Language: Language and definitions surrounding CSMIA are clearly of major 
importance in coming to a balanced understanding of the realities of victims/survivors of that 
CSMIA (Flynn 2003, 10, 22, 229-230, 243; Kennedy 2009, 138, 142-147; see also Poling 
2005, 56-63). If CSMIA continues to be defined as a mutually consensual affair between 
adult of equal power, the most likely outcomes for the adult victims/survivors, past, present 
and future are a blaming of the victim and victim self-blaming, and a continuation of the 
harms that such outcomes produce (Kennedy 2009, 46-47). Evidence for this being the case 
has been given throughout this survey. What the literature and the respondents to this survey 
have also shown is that once language changes, once the definitions of CSMIA change to 
ones which include abuse of power, abdication of fiduciary duty, and/or, the crossing of 
ethical and professional boundaries, very different outcomes result for the victim/survivor 
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(Flynn 2003, 14; Kennedy 2009, 4; Smith 1997, 394): There is a diminishment of the sense of 
disempowerment, guilt and self-condemnation victims/survivors; and healing begins.  
Power and Vulnerability: The empirical and theoretical evidence for clerical power 
as a tool for the abuse of the vulnerable has been made obvious throughout this study. It was 
also more than evident in the literature reviewed, and summed up particularly thoroughly by 
such as Fortune (1989), Doyle (2006), Sipe (1995) and Shupe (1995). Most importantly, in 
this study as in those such as Flynn (2003), Kennedy (2009), Byrne (2010) and Garland and 
Argueta (2010), the evidence lies in the stories of victims/survivors themselves. Almost all 
the respondents in this study had clear and deep vulnerabilities. As well, the abusing of power 
by clerics was patently and potently obvious.  
All the respondents to this survey described elements of personal vulnerability.  
Accordingly, ‘positionally vulnerability’, as well as a full range of personal vulnerabilities, 
need to become part of church definitions of ‘vulnerable adult’. It is especially when this 
positional and personal vulnerability is juxtaposed with the positional and personal power of 
clerics and their institutions, that the power differential inherent in CSMIA can be clearly 
observed in action. As such, the women and men included in this study, not just those deemed 
by RCC definitions as ‘vulnerable’ because of physical or mental disability (AoB 2014, 6; 
DoT 2015, 7; SJ 2015, 20), would then have to be seriously listened to. Until this occurs the 
common perception of CSMIA as an ‘affair’ will continue to rule. 
Harm: If nowhere else, the evidence for CSMIA being abusive is revealed in the 
harms that CSMIA produces. While levels and lengths may have varied, the fact that some 
form and level of CSMIA-related harms existed in the lives of all the respondents in this 
study, was more than evident. Those harms included deep and life-long psycho-spiritual 
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disorientation, physical illnesses and sequelae of practical consequences which only 
compounded the difficulties faced by victims/survivors of CSMIA.  
Given the relatively small number of participants in the study, any generalisations to 
the broader population of adults abused by clerics, cannot yet be confidently made. However, 
when combined with the other studies included here, more confidence in its conclusions are 
possible. Furthermore, as the empirical evidence grows, that confidence will grow with it.  As 
such, a great deal more research is needed before a richer knowledge of CSMIA can be 
achieved. 
9.2 DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
There are many gaps in CSMIA research. Firstly, representative sample studies are 
needed to assess the prevalence and incidence of abuse. This would be useful to assess trends 
over time and across broader demographics and support the investment of resources in 
addressing this issue. Larger, representative studies would also provide more information 
about the patterns and dynamics of CSMIA. This would be helpful for prevention and 
education. Future research should also investigate same and opposite-sex CSMIA, 
particularly inter-cleric CSMIA, in order to analyse both their prevalence, and compare the 
dynamics thereof. Finally, most of the cases in this study, with the exception of three, are 
historical and as such, were contextualised in the thinking of their particular eras. There is, 
therefore, a need to study more recent CSMIA. However, many survivors of clerical sexual 
misconduct, as with almost all forms of sexual abuse, often wait for years to disclose (Carlson 
et al. 2006, 23; Connolly and Read 2006, 410-412; Crome 2006, 3; Hunter et al. 2012, 2628-
2629). However, in the meantime, scholars researching other forms of sexual violence and 
abuse can access survivors of more recent sexual abuse in other contexts. As has been the 
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case for this study, referencing these broader studies is advantageous for any study of 
CSMIA.  
Having said this, while the CSMIA events in this study may have been in the past, a 
more recent seeking of some form of acknowledgment, apology or redress, by 
victims/survivors of CSMIA, has started to occur. Victims/survivors have begun to pressure 
the RCC to take some form of responsibility for the harms produced by the CSMIA. The 
responses from the RCC have been very varied, and mostly negative, at least in the cases that 
have come to light either in the media or through research. This particular issue within 
CSMIA - the RCC’s responses - is another area which needs a great deal of research. 
Connected to this issue is how or even whether the criminal justice system has responded to 
CSMIA; another area about which there is little if any research, in Australia at least. Research 
into legal issues surrounding CSMIA is beginning to occur in the USA (Tobin and Helge 
2013). Connected to the study of professional misconduct especially, is the dynamics of adult 
grooming, an area in much need of specific research as well. One final area in CSMIA which 
has never been researched is the vicarious trauma experiences by the loved ones of 
victims/survivors. As the stories here have shown, these people also suffer a great deal and 
need to be heard. 
9.3 FINAL COMMENTS 
One thing became potently clear when reviewing the literature on CSMIA, and 
analysing the data presented by the respondents in this study: When discussing CSMIA, the 
themes of language, power and vulnerability, and harm need to be included. When these 
elements are included a broad range of hitherto unaddressed dynamics are revealed such as 
grooming, consent, and disclosure. Without the inclusion of all these elements CSMIA can 
never be fully discussed. As such, only inadequate or incomplete understandings of CSMIA, 
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and the plight of it victims, are the only possible outcome. CSMIA needs to be included also 
in all discourses on clergy malfeasance (Flynn 2008, 235). Also, as Kennedy recommended, 
CSMIA needs to be placed squarely on the continuum of sexual violence (2009, ii). 
If none of these occur, a resulting lack of drive for justice and compassion-driven 
change also ensues. Justice and compassion are not needed if CSMIA is believed to be an 
‘affair between mutually consenting adults’. According to such a definition, the event is an 
‘affair’, not abuse, it involves a ‘consenting adult’, not a vulnerable person, and it is ‘mutual’ 
and, therefore, not exploitative. For the majority of adults for whom the ‘affair’ definition 
obviously does not and should not apply, they therefore, have nowhere to go, no recourse for 
their suffering.  
Recent Australian RCC definitions of ‘vulnerable adult’, exclude most victims of 
CSMIA. These definitions, as found in most of the recently written protection policies (AoB 
2014; DoT 2014; NCPS 2010b; SJ 2015) are, for the Australian RCC, happily adequate. The 
remaining majority of victims of CSMIA do not need addressing - they simply do not exist 
because they have been linguistically and definitionally silenced. 
In the absence of publicly available data from the RCC to suggest otherwise, it 
appears that most victims/survivors of CSMIA have indeed not been acknowledged nor found 
any sense of understanding, justice, compensation or even compassion. If more positive 
stories exist, they are hidden or unavailable. While there may, no doubt, be sound reasons for 
this being so - privacy is one - without this further input, it is difficult to come to any solid 
conclusion as to whether the respondents in this study are typical of CSMIA 
victims/survivors. However, from the literature and studies reviewed here, from the reports 
from the media (see Appendix) and sites such as Broken Rites (BRA 2015), the story and 
history of clerical sexual misconduct involving adults in the Roman Catholic Church is not a 
good one. In regards to the Australian context, the only publicly available data that exists to 
182 
date is that found on the Broken Rites Website (BRA 2015) and now, in the stories and 
responses in this study. Their accounts cannot, for the most, be comprehended as ‘affairs’. 
Nor have these stories been ones of decisive, compassionate, just and psychologically mature 
responses from the RCC when their experiences were disclosed. A few found understanding, 
justice and compassion, as well as financial assistance to try to get their lives back into some 
form of equilibrium, but most did not, neither at the time, nor since.  
While exposed clerics may have had to endure embarrassment and some sanctioning 
by the church, they have, for the most, been able to commit crimes, break codes of canon law 
and/or seriously breach ethical and professional boundaries, with few if any repercussions on 
themselves. Some of those clerics, as a few respondents have revealed, have even risen on the 
leadership ladder within the RCC, even after their CSMIA became known. They have also 
been able to avoid consequences which men and women in other professions simply would 
not have, a fact not missed by such as Woodward (2009) and Doherty and Wellspring (2007) 
and confirmed by Townsley (2007), Marshall 2004 and Tobin and Helge (2013). 
Furthermore, for the most, regardless of their discovered exploits, such clerics are still able to 
enjoy job and financial/material security, something many victims have lost. While the RCC 
is just beginning to acknowledge that CSMIA produces harm, that acknowledgement is 
minimal and still being qualified and defined in ways that are narrow, guarded, defensive and 
still Church centred (NCPS 2010b, 30; NCPS 2010b, 5). Meanwhile, as expressed by the 
respondents to this survey, victims/survivors suffer greatly. 
As childhood clerical sexual abuse victims have found (e.g. Foster 2010; Gogarty 
2014), it seems that until victims/survivors of CSMIA take offending clerics to task for their 
behaviour (e.g. Box 2014), or clerics and the RCC are confronted with media exposure (see 
Appendix) real change will not occur. As some of the respondents here have stated, when 
clerics and the hierarchy, or their Religious Orders do take more responsibility for the lives 
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they have deeply harmed, those harms do lessen. However, according to the stories in this 
study, this seems to be the exception rather than the norm and deeply dependent on luck in 
regards to with whom a victim/survivor deals in regards to their CSMIA. In order for this to 
always occur, one of the first things that needs to happen, as many of the respondents here 
have alluded to in their own way, is a dethroning of the standpoint of offending clerics and 
their institution regarding CSMIA, a standpoint which enables such injustice to flourish. The 
inability of clerics and the RCC to fully comprehend the harm that CSMIA has caused will 
only be challenged when the standpoint of those who live in “the bloodied dust”30 is given the 
respect it deserves. However, within the RCC culture at least, it is still the standpoint of 
offending clerics and the hierarchy which is considered to be of more importance, more 
believable and more respected. In regards to the testimonies of clerics publicly available at 
this point in time, in such books as Sex, Celibacy, and Priesthood (Bordisso 2011), and 
Priests in Love (Anderson 2005), when clerics ‘fall’, their stories are often seen as the more 
‘tragic’ of the two in the relationship, stories of men being bound and confused by mandatory 
celibacy. Either this or, offending clerics are viewed with sympathy because they ‘suffer’ 
from ‘illnesses’. There are two outcomes resulting from such cleric-based standpoints: Firstly, 
there is a neutralising of the institutional or systemic part played in CSMIA; and secondly it is 
easier to ignore and neglect the victim/survivor. Sadly, this ignoring and neglect have been 
more than evident in the stories presented here and elsewhere, and, they have produced new 
harms, on top of those already produced by the CSMIA, with which victims/survivors have 
had to contend. 
For professionals dealing with clients on a personal level, there is now a general 
acceptance, both socially and legally, through their codes of ethics, that sexual interaction 
                                                 
 
30 From Morris West’s novel, Eminence (1998, 127). 
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between such professionals and their clients is never acceptable, always immoral and even 
criminal (Flynn 2003, 24-25). And yet, ironically, this same sense of absolute unacceptability 
is far less evident within the religious institution of the RCC, when celibate clerics - spiritual 
and religious ‘professionals’ - become sexually involved with lay people, or, in inter-cleric 
sex. This aberration in perception is partly due to the acceptance of the ‘affair’ definition. It is 
also due to a general though hidden acceptance of, or turning a blind eye for whatever 
reasons, to sexual activity on behalf of clerics by those in the institution (Lee 2013, 66, 82-83, 
95, 278, 304: Thomas 2014). However, it is also often due to connected historical definitions 
of clerics and of women in particular – the cleric being deemed a ‘holy’ man who was most 
likely coerced into sexual relationships by an equally deemed immoral or lustful seducer, be 
they female or male. Either this or, because of the perceived heroic-because-unnatural 
demands of celibacy and the loneliness that often ensues, clerics fall in love with and enter 
into relationships with ‘compassionate’ laity. In none of these situations, however, is the role 
of power usually included as a definitional variable. Furthermore, as many, if not most of the 
respondents in this survey have expressed, when abusive misconduct or even ‘loving’ 
relationships end, the cleric returns to his protected lifestyle and structure, while the lay 
person is left having to deal with the harms produced by the CSMIA. In other words, the 
cleric has certain benefits provided for him which the victims do not, such as finances, job 
security, community, and/or legal representation should it come to that (Box 2014; Kennedy 
2009, 15). Clerics also usually do not have to contend everyday with close loved ones such as 
partners and children, people with whom their lives are inextricably and emotionally bound, 
every day. The playing field, as such, is, and has always been, steeply unlevel with clerics 
having the advantage. Some clerics decide to leave their clerical state and marry – these are 
the ones who level the playing field, who have equalised the power in that relationship 
somewhat and sought to do the right thing by the other, rather than leave them alone to deal 
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with the fallout. For other victims, there is little support or even legal avenues through which 
they may appeal. If one does choose the legal avenue, it often then becomes a new battle with 
the powers and attitudes that be (Box 2014; Shupe 1995).  
Within Australia and even more so, within countries such as USA, the separation of 
church and state has allowed certain legal privileges for the churches and their clerics 
(Marshall 2004; Tobin and Helge 2013; Townsley 2007). Given the appearance of 
professional codes of conduct particularly in the caring professions, there is an increasing 
moral if not legal recognition of the power differentials resulting in sexual and other forms of 
exploitation between professionals and their clients (Flynn 2003, 23-24; NIH 2002; Sipe 
1995, 129). However, there is, as yet, no clear and concise similar recognition of power-
imbalanced relationships within religious systems (Flynn 2003; Marshall 2004, Tobin and 
Helge 2013; Townsley 2007). Protection policies and codes of ethics are being written by the 
RCC (e.g. AoB 2014; DoT 2015; SJ 2015) but most have, to date, not included any 
substantial understanding of these power differentials in relation to all adult relationships 
between clerics and others. Sexual exploitation of adults, any adults, occurring within a 
religious institution needs to be overtly covered by the same legislations and codes as that 
which exists within any professions, and, as with the sexual exploitation of children by 
clerics.  
If a deeper appreciation for and comprehension of the roles that language, power and 
vulnerability, and harm play in CSMIA were to fully enter into the discourse, or better still, 
enshrined in law, far fewer adults would have to suffer the realities and outcomes of CSMIA 
as those expressed in this study and elsewhere. As a result, adults and clerics would then, 
hopefully, also become more educated and aware of all the psycho-social dynamics occurring 
when power meets vulnerability in the cleric/other relationship. As well, and again hopefully, 
clerics will be less ‘powerful’ and adults less ‘vulnerable’ or rather, the power model that all 
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such professional/client relationships or cleric/congregant ministries have inherently within 
such interactions, will be one of “power-with rather than power-over” (Cooper-White 1991). 
But this cannot happen until the language changes and the harms that CSMIA produces are 
acknowledged and dealt with. It also cannot happen until new protection policies are written, 
ones which include all adults, not just those who are covered by current narrow definitions of 
‘vulnerable adult’. 
This study foregrounded the experiences of victims/survivors of CSMIA. It has had 
as its main focus, clerical sexual misconduct involving adults as an abuse of both positional 
and personal power, an abdication of fiduciary duty and a serious violation of professional 
ethical boundaries. Given the power imbalance that exists, given also the absence of the 
recognition of broader definitions of adult vulnerability, and, given the unacknowledged 
harms caused by CSMIA, it was a conscious choice to give the microphone to the women and 
men who have experienced this misconduct, and not the clergy. Others may wish to pursue 
research on behalf of clerics who feel they too need to tell their side of the story. Indeed, some 
have already done so such as Priests in Love (Anderson (2005), a celibacy-critical account of 
the struggles of vowed clergy in their quest for wholeness through human love and friendship 
(see also Bordisso 2015 and Fones et al. 1999). However, there are, at least according to 
anecdotal evidence, indeterminate numbers more, disempowered and offended against women 
and men, including those in this study, who have longed for their stories to be heard, and 
believed and dealt with accordingly. This study has been about them and is dedicated to them. 
Their experiences were and are real. Their pain and harm was and is real. Their desire for 
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